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Abstract
Enrollment in independent schools in the U.S. has been in decline for 15 years. Faith-based
schools have experienced more significant decline than non-religious schools. School leaders
have been struggling to find solutions to prevent further enrollment loss and to promote future
growth. The purpose of this study was to explore the reasons parents decide to enroll their
children in a faith-based schools. According to the literature, factors associated with national
enrollment decline include economic challenges, declining religiosity, increased competition,
maturing of business cycle, rising tuition, poor marketing, and generational changes in parental
values related to schooling. To explore these and other factors of parent choices related to
enrollment, I conducted a quantitative study and developed a survey to investigate criteria for
enrollment decisions, enrollment satisfaction, perceptions for schooling options, the impact of
religiosity, perceptions related to tuition and school value, and various demographic factors. The
study revealed several key findings including the discovery of an enrollment decision scale and
an enrollment satisfaction scale, both consisting of 17 enrollment factors. Parent religiosity was
found to have a significant impact on enrollment decisions. Also, parent satisfaction correlated
with the likelihood of a parent recommending the school. The study also revealed two
enrollment decision correlational models: the satisfaction model and the promoter model. These
models may help create a predictive model for enrollment decisions and answers to leaders
searching for solutions to enrollment challenges.
Keywords: independent schools, faith-based schools, Christian schools, enrollment
trends, religiosity, enrollment decisions
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Chapter 1: Introduction
This chapter provides an introduction to the issue of declining enrollment in independent
Christian schools in the U.S. The chapter includes a background of the issue, introduction to the
identified problem of practice, an articulation of the purpose of the research, a listing of the
research questions, definition of key terms, and a description of assumptions, limitations, and
delimitations. The chapter also provides a preview of the problem and prepares the reader for
subsequent chapters, including a review of the literature and description of the methodology.
Background of the Problem
Enrollment in independent schools in the United States peaked in 2001-2002 and has
been in enrollment decline since that time, falling 14% by 2013-2014, resulting in a loss of more
than 882,000 students during a period of 12 years (National Center for Education Statistics,
2016). According to the Private School Universe Survey, conducted yearly since 2001-2002 by
the National Center for Education Statistics (2016), the enrollment decline in private schools was
steeper from 2007-2008 to 2013-2014 than in previous years. In just six years, the number of
students enrolled in independent schools in the United States dropped 9.8%, falling from
5,072,451 to 4,576,410 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016).
Faith-based schools, which make up 79% of the total private school market, have
experienced declining enrollments at a faster rate than non-religious schools (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2016). Enrollment in schools with a religious orientation dropped 12%
between 2007-2008 and 2013-2014, falling from a total of 4,086,880 to 3,602,735 students
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). The National Christian School Association
(NCSA) is a member organization of 98 schools with more than 30,000 students and spanning 26
states; it has a 37-year history. The NCSA reported a 10.7% loss in student enrollment from
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2007-2008 to 2012-2013 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). The decline in
enrollment in Christian schools is linked to some factors that are also present in non-religious
private schools, but there are also factors that are unique to faith-based schools. These factors are
explained below.
Because of these national trends of declining enrollment, enrollment management
currently has become more challenging for leaders of Christian schools. The enrollment loss for
faith-based schools during this span has been significant and is not subsiding. If the current
trend continues, school closures, decreased budgets, and shrinking programs are likely. As
schools have reduced resources and diminished programs, more families may seek alternative
methods of schooling, making the future of K-12 Christian education uncertain.
To investigate the issue of declining enrollment more fully, this research focused on a
field study with one school population. The chosen school was a large Christian school located
in a large southern city. For the sake of anonymity, the school name is not used but instead is
referred to as Long Academy. This faith-based school provides an interesting opportunity for a
case study. Long Academy is PK-12 school; it has a preschool, elementary school, middle
school, and high school, all of which are located on one campus. The school has a 50-year
history and has been in the same location for that entire span. In 2016-2017, the student
enrollment was approximately 1800. To put this in context, the average size for all private
schools in the U.S. was reported to be only 136 students. Member schools of the National
Christian School Association have a slightly larger student population at 230 students, and the
average student population for schools with membership in the National Association of
Independent Schools is 425 students (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). With these
numbers in mind, Long Academy is considered to be an extremely large private school compared
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both to religious and non-religious schools. The school is located on an 81-acre campus with
state-of-the-art facilities for academics, athletics, and the arts. Long Academy’s enrollment size,
history of innovation, strong leadership, healthy endowment, outstanding faculty, and remarkable
student outcomes make it an ideal school for this study.
Long Academy is located in a highly saturated and competitive independent school
market. In the six metropolitan counties from which Long Academy draws the majority of its
students, there are 377 private schools competing for students (Private School Review, 2017).
That number represents more than half of the total schools in the state (Private School Review,
2017). This high concentration of independent schools in this metropolitan area has led to a very
competitive market. In addition to the competition with other independent schools, charter
schools in the state are on the rise with more than 300% growth from 2006 to 2015, along with
strong support for homeschools and online schools in the region (Georgia Department of
Education, 2017). These combined internal and external characteristics make Long Academy an
ideal representative school for this research.
The school’s annual Board Reports indicate a history of positive enrollment growth and a
continuation of significant program and facility improvements. From 1990 through 1997,
enrollment at Long Academy grew moderately from 1,000 to 1,200 total students. Then,
beginning in 1997, enrollment began to increase at a much faster rate. Between 1998 and 2008,
Long Academy experienced a 62% increase in student population. With this in mind, it is
noteworthy that after more than a quarter-century of sustained enrollment growth, Long
Academy is no longer growing.
Similar to the pattern of enrollment decline nationally among independent schools, Long
Academy has experienced eight years of decline from 2008-2009 to 2016-2017. Despite a strong
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average yearly enrollment retention rate of 94%, following Long Academy’s peak enrollment of
1,950 students in 2008-2009, the student population fell by 7.7% to 1,800 in 2016-2017. The
average attrition for independent day schools in 2015-2016 was 10.5% (National Association of
Independent Schools, 2017). While retention at Long Academy is above the national average,
and while enrollment at Long Academy has not dropped as significantly as that of many other
schools, the concern for the future is warranted.
In an effort to mitigate the reduction in enrollment, Long Academy has added significant
programs and infrastructure. While these improvements may be helping the school maintain
steady retention each year, they have not resulted in an increase in the number of newly enrolled
students needed each year to prevent continued enrollment decline. Even with solid retention,
the number of graduates – along with a yearly exit of around 6% of the student population who
leave for various reasons – are not being replaced at the same rate with new student enrollment.
With nine years of enrollment decline, the school leaders are still searching for the causes and
solutions to address this enrollment challenge.
While the enrollment statistics are evident, there is little longitudinal research examining
independent school enrollment (Ewert, 2013). Because there is limited research regarding
solutions, this study on enrollment adds potential benefit to help school leaders plan more
definitively how to operate in the future, for sustainability, and hopefully, growth. Although the
study isolates a single school, the surveying of parents of enrolled students, the parents of
students who have left the school, and the parents who investigated the school but did not enroll,
may provide a deeper understanding of the contributing factors to the current enrollment decline,
which can be considered for future studies and some immediate generalizability. By starting
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research at this level, I was able to examine this case analysis with the multifaceted national
enrollment decline.
Statement of the Problem
Christian school leaders have struggled to find solutions to overcome declining
enrollment. The number of students enrolled in faith-based schools in the U.S. has been in
decline for 15 years, leaving the future of K-12 Christian education uncertain (National Center
for Education Statistics, 2016). The specific and practical problem examined was that
enrollment trends leave Long Academy’s leaders unprepared to address future planning and
uncertain of vision, goal development, and strategic planning. Researchers have explored
numerous variables associated with national enrollment decline including economic challenges,
declining religiosity, increased competition from charter schools, online schools, home schools,
maturing of the business cycle, rising cost of independent school tuition, poor marketing, and
generational changes in parent values related to schooling (Bates & Santerre, 2013; Butler, Carr,
Toma, & Zimmer, 2013; Chakrabarti & Roy, 2016; Cohen-Zada, 2006; Cohen-Zada & Justman,
2005; Cohen-Zada & Sander, 2008; Ewert, 2013; Gray, 2009; Ladner, 2007; Marcus, 2015;
National Center for Education Statistics, 2012; National Center for Education Statistics, 2015;
National Center for Education Statistics, 2016; Preston, Goldring, Berends, & Cannata, 2012;
Sander, 2015; Sparks, 2011; Voas & Chaves, 2016). These factors may be impacting enrollment
at Long Academy and needed further examination.
Consequently, while some independent schools are experiencing growth, the majority are
getting smaller (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016) with a predicted loss of revenue,
which in turn can lead to a reduction in the school’s total program (Marcus, 2015). With
declining enrollment, school leaders are forced to make difficult choices by either reducing
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offerings related to grade levels, courses, fine arts, facilities, athletics, and auxiliary programs, or
increasing tuition (Marcus, 2015). Either choice is risky and can have a lasting and significant
impact on a school’s value proposition.
Following a detailed analysis of the literature documenting enrollment declines, this
research was motivated by a professional interest in these and other factors linked to current
enrollment decline in K-12 Christian education at Long Academy. Such an analysis can serve as
a catalyst for minimal generalizability along with a research platform for future exploration. It
can also offer new strategies for predicting future growth.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore the factors associated with enrollment decisions
by parents in a Christian school. The study investigated variables that lead to initial and
continuing enrollment in a Christian school. Each year, Christian schools must attract enough
new students to replace those lost to graduation and attrition. Understanding the variables
associated with enrollment may help Christian school leaders adjust admissions processes,
marketing, programmatic focus, and other important aspects of the school.
To gain an understanding of the broad factors related to national independent school
enrollment trends, the study included an examination of the literature on independent school
enrollment trends and the factors related to enrollment changes in the market. Included in the
broad overview of independent schools is a trend analysis of enrollment in Christian schools in
the U.S. and in Long Academy. To further explore the problem, from the literature, I selected
factors related to parent perspectives and associated with enrollment decisions. I explored these
factors by administering a survey to a population of parents at Long Academy; I conducted a
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quantitative correlational field research study with appropriate statistical analyses including
descriptive analysis, correlations, tests of comparison, and multiple regression analysis.
The study design utilized digital, online Likert surveys with three populations. The first
population included parents who currently have a student enrolled in Long Academy. The
second population was comprised of parents who have withdrawn a student from Long Academy
within the past year. The third population included parents who considered enrolling a child in
Long Academy, as indicated by a visit to the school, by a phone call to admissions, or by
requesting information digitally, but did not ultimately choose to enroll their child in the school.
The surveys explored the reasons parents chose to enroll, leave, or select another school.
The variables explored included demographic factors, the religiosity of the parents, other
schooling options available, top school characteristics parents desire, parents’ perceptions of the
school’s effectiveness in key areas, and other influences that may be related to enrollment
decisions. The survey of current parents also explored factors that lead to parent satisfaction and
how those factors impact the likelihood of parents actively promoting the school to other
prospective parents. These variables were analyzed to determine which factors are the largest
predictors of parents choosing to enroll their children, continuing their children’s’ enrollment,
and promoting enrollment to other prospective parents.
Research Questions
Q1. What criteria (and their relative evaluation) do parents use in choosing to enroll their
child(ren) in a K-12 Christian school?
Q2. What is the significant relationship between parent satisfaction and enrollment?
Q3. What is the significant relationship between parent religiosity and enrollment?
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Q4. What is the significant relationship between perceived economic value and
enrollment?
Q5. What is the significant relationship between parent perceptions of optional school
choice and enrollment?
Q6. Based on the results from Q1, what additional variables are significantly associated
with enrollment?
Final analysis of the study utilized an exploratory approach of post-hoc analysis. Without
a strong predictive or weighted regression model from previous studies, prediction, even in a
research question, may extend research questioning beyond its limits in regard to the research
principle of research question revision (Wrench, Thomas-Maddox, Richmond, & McCroskey,
2016). Therefore, based on the results of the correlations and patterns above, it was reasonable
to plan for a post-hoc regression including a correlational analysis and other comparisons.
Definitions of Key Terms
Public schools. Publically funded primary and secondary schools with a physical campus
at which students attend class as assigned by geographical designation.
Charter schools. Publically funded primary and secondary schools established by a
specialized charter granted by local or state level government in which students gain enrollment
access through application or lottery.
Online schools. Schools that provide instruction remotely through a virtual Internetbased program. Some online schools are publically funded while others require tuition to be
enrolled.
Homeschool. Schooling of children inside the home by parents.
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Independent schools. Primary or secondary schools governed by an independent board
and funded through tuition and donations.
Faith-based schools. Also referred to as Christian schools, or religious schools, these
primary and secondary independent schools have religious education as a core focus of the
school and include Protestant, Catholic, denominational, and interdenominational schools.
Non-religious independent schools. Also referred to as prep schools, these primary and
secondary independent schools do not have religious educations as a core focus of the school.
Assumptions
•

Many of the significant factors causing enrollment decline are common among schools.

•

The factors behind the enrollment decline are multifaceted.

•

Discovering the contributing factors to the enrollment decline can lead to discovery of
solutions.

•

Parents are aware of the reasons behind their choice to enroll, withdraw, or not enroll
their children in a K-12 Christian school and are willing and able to indicate those
reasons on a survey.

Limitations
•

The quantitative study was conducted only at Long Academy.

•

The research data are dependent on the accuracy with which parents responded to the
survey.

•

The research was administered at a point in time and is not longitudinal in nature.

Delimitations
•

This research was conducted in one school community, allowing for greater control
within the study and eliminating potential confusion from differing school size, regional
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implications, historical factors, programmatic differences, and other factors that would be
present if multiple schools were studied.
•

Although the study isolates a single school, the surveying of parents, teachers, and
administrators should offer significant analysis that can be considered for future studies
and some immediate generalizability.

Rationale
This research is significant to the field and future of independent Christian school
education as well to Long Academy. With a greater understanding of the factors that affects
parents’ choice to enroll their children in a K-12 Christian school, aspects of parental satisfaction
with a school, and current parents’ willingness to promote the school to prospective parents,
school leaders may find ways to overcome enrollment challenges and to create greater
sustainability in the future.
Simply doubling efforts with enrollment management and doing more of the same with
greater intensity is not the answer. Research is needed to determine the leading factors behind
parent decisions related to enrollment so that school leaders can begin to address the causes of
enrollment decline in ways that lead to greater sustainability and future enrollment growth.
Summary
In summary, enrollment in Christian schools is in decline. Previous researchers have
studied certain aspects related to the decline, but much is still unknown. Along with leaders in
most Christian schools, the administrators at Long Academy are searching for solutions. This
study explored the macro trends related to the national decline in independent school enrollment
as discussed in the literature. Building on that foundation, I investigated these trends through a
detailed survey by developing appropriate survey questions to address the issues presented
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above. Through this study, I aimed to identify the dominant causes of continued enrollment
decline so that Long Academy and other schools can address the factors leading to enrollment
decline, stop the enrollment decline, and create a more sustainable future for K-12 Christian
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature
The number of students enrolled in independent K-12 schools in the U.S. has been
shrinking since 2002 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). While both religious and
non-religious private schools lost a significant number of students during the last 15 years, as a
whole, faith-based schools have suffered significant losses to their student populations (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2016). The purpose of this study was to explore the potential
factors associated with the recent enrollment decline in Christian schools by examining the
factors that both detract and the attract parents to private, faith-based schools. According to
Ewert (2013), there is limited research on the reasons behind the enrollment decline over time.
Because of this, a thorough examination of the literature to explore the broad factors related to
private school enrollment was conducted.
The literature review begins with a broad look at enrollment trends in the general
category of K-12 independent schools. Then, it narrows down to a closer look at enrollment
trends by school type using categories such regional location, population size, grade level
composition, and religious affiliation. The review of literature includes an examination of the
various factors that have been linked to enrollment decline including increased competition,
economic challenges, declining religiosity, poor marketing, lagging innovation, changing parent
values, and leadership challenges. Finally, the review of literature includes a discussion of the
factors that are within the realm of influence of school leaders. The goal of this research was to
equip Christian school leaders with the understanding the factors responsible for the current
enrollment decline in a way that equips them to respond with strategic initiatives that will lead to
a stabilizing of enrollment, a plan for future growth, and a more sustainable model for Christian
K-12 education.
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The literature review search strategy involved the broad exploration of factors identified
by researchers that contribute to enrollment decline in K-12 independent schools. To complete
this review of the literature, I conducted library searches using the Abilene Christian University
online library including the ProQuest database. In addition, I used Google Scholar to discover
additional research on enrollment decline in educational journals and news publications that
identified additional topics to explore in seminal peer-reviewed articles through the Abilene
Christian University online library. Keywords for the search included phrases such as
enrollment decline in independent schools, enrollment trends in private schools, enrollment and
independent schools, charter schools and enrollment in independent schools, market
segmentation and independent schools, leadership style and independent school enrollment, and
many other combinations of the words independent schools, private schools, Christian schools,
enrollment, enrollment decline, enrollment trends, economics and independent schools, market
segmentation, and other related phrases. Much of the research was found by reading other
literature reviews on this topic and by examining the sources of those articles.
Brief History of the Development of Private, Faith-Based K-12 Schools
Throughout the last century, the availability of a broad array of schooling options for
elementary and secondary students, often referred to as school choice, has been an important
aspect of the U.S. educational system. In 1900, one out of every five students in grades K-8 and
1 in 5 students in grades 9-12 attended a private school (Claudia, 1999). During the 20th
century, enrollment in private schools continued to keep pace or grew slightly faster than the
population growth in public schools (Claudia, 1999). Throughout this time, parents had the
opportunity to select from an array of educational options including public schools, Catholic
schools, religious schools associated with various denominational churches, and non-religious
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independent schools. More recently, school choice has grown to include homeschooling
consortiums, unaffiliated Christian schools, online schools, and charter schools.
Proponents of school choice point to the importance of market competition holding all
schools accountable and encouraging continuous improvement (Carpenter, Keith, & Catt, 2016).
As Song (2012) has pointed out, the availability of schools that are market sensitive and attentive
to student outcomes has created healthy competition for schools and suitable education
alternatives for parents, allowing them to select the best schooling option based on their child’s
unique needs. As Ewert (2013) has stated, “private schools represent a significant part of the
education sector and provide for children to attend schools, at cost, that may offer benefits
unavailable in the public school system” (p. 1). By providing an educational experience not
found in the public school system, private schools could promote growth throughout the 20th
century.
Christian schools, including denominational, unaffiliated, and Catholic schools, provide
parents the opportunity to find a holistic educational experience for their children, adding
religious study as a core element of the school experience. Religious schools provide an
environment for faith development in addition to academic, social, and physical growth. As
Jackson (2014) has highlighted, religious schools provide small class sizes, individualized
attention, a moral foundation, a safe environment, and academic rigor that is attractive to many
parents.
With many different schooling options available, parents have been able to select a
school that most closely fits their educational goals and the specific needs of their child. As
Claudia (1999) has pointed out, from 1900 through about 1925, private schools educated about
10% of the nation’s students enrolled in school. By 1950, the percentage rose to 13%, where it
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hovered until 1995 (Claudia, 1999). By 2014, the percentage of students enrolled in private
schools in the U.S. had dropped to 10% (Kena et al., 2016; Sparks, 2011; Jennings, 2013) with
predictions of continued decline in enrollment during the next decade (Kena et al., 2016).
During the 20th century, interest in Christian schools flourished and enrollment in
religious schools in the U.S. grew steadily (Jackson, 2014). Among all private schools in the
U.S., 70% are religious, and 80% of all students enrolled in private schools are in a religious
school (Song, 2012). However, during the last decade, enrollment in Christian schools has
declined markedly and at a much faster rate than enrollment in non-religious schools (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2016). This drop in Christian school enrollment is calling into
question the perceived value proposition of religious education by the current generation of
parents and has left Christian school administrators scrambling to find appropriate solutions.
With a national decline in enrollment in the private school sector over the last 15 years,
there may be a shift underway that could impact school choice and the fabric of the American
educational system. For independent schools, a continued decline in enrollment will lead to
smaller budgets, reduced programs, and additional school closures. As Jackson (2014) has
pointed out, “without sustainable enrollment, both from recruitment and retention, which
generates the necessary financial resources, the schools operate in fiscally challenging
environments” (p. 3). For parents, a continued decline in enrollment will lead to fewer options
for schooling and a possible decline in the quality of educational options available in their
geographic location. For public schools, a decline in private school enrollment will lead to
increased demands, more crowded schools, and budgets that are stretched thin.
While many researchers have examined the impact of single factors of independent
school enrollment and the current decline, much is still unknown. According to Ewert (2013),
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there has not been sufficient research to study enrollment trends in private schools over time.
The factors responsible for the decline may be multifaceted and intertwined. One of the reasons
for the uncertainty is the lack of longitudinal studies of private school enrollment decline
(Carpenter et al., 2016). Understanding the reasons current parents select independent schools
may shed light on the leading issues responsible for the current decline in independent school
enrollment. Discovering the factors most responsible for the current downward trend will equip
school leaders with the knowledge required to make decisions that will lead to greater
sustainability for the future. For many schools to survive, and to ensure school choice options –
in

particular, that Christian education is viable for students across the U.S. – creating a more

sustainable model for independent schools is needed.
Enrollment Trends for Independent Schools in the U.S. Since 2000
According to many studies, private school enrollment, including enrollment in all
religious and non-religious independent K-12 schools in the U.S., peaked in 2001-2002 with 6.3
million students, but it has been in decline since that year (Carpenter et al., 2016; Kena et al.,
2016; National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). According to the same reports, by 20132014, just twelve years later, enrollment in independent schools had dropped by 14% to 5.4
million students. As shown in Figure 1, census data based on the Private School Universe
Survey, Current Population Survey, and American Community Survey shows a similar high
point in private school enrollment just after the turn of this century. While various studies and
census reports vary slightly in the total number of students enrolled in independent schools, the
rise and fall of enrollment in independent schools are well documented.
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Figure 1. Number of students enrolled in private school: 1989-2010. ACS = 1-Year American
Community Survey by the U.S. Census Bureau. CPS = Current Population Survey. PSS =
Private School Universe Survey by the U.S. Department of Education. From “The Decline in
Private School Enrollment,” (U.S. Census Bureau Social, Economic, and Housing Statistics
Division Working Paper Number FY11/117) by S. Ewert, 2013, p. 16.
(http://ncspe.tc.columbia.edu/working-papers/OP217.pdf). In the public domain.
Impact of Enrollment Decline on School Size
The decline in enrollment nationally meant most private schools were getting smaller.
From 2001-2002 to 2013-2014, the average school size for all independent schools in the U.S.
fell by 25% (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). The loss of one of the largest
member school organizations studied by the National Center for Education Statistics (2016) is
the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS). From 2001-2002 to 2007-2008, the
average student population in NAIS schools shrunk from 449 students to 441 students per
school, representing a 2% smaller average school size (National Center for Education Statistics,
2016). Over the next five years, the average school suffered a much larger decrease in
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enrollment. From 2007-2008 to 2011-2012, the average school size fell by 7.5%, dropping from
441 students to 408 students per school (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016).
Enrollment Decline and School Closures
The enrollment loss in independent schools during the last decade and a half in the U.S.
has not only led to smaller schools, but it has also caused the closure of many schools. In the
2003-2004 school year, the total number of private schools in the U.S., including elementary,
middle, and secondary schools totaled 28,380 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013).
By 2011-2012, the total number of schools had fallen to 26,230 (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2013). The drop represents a 9% reduction in the total number of independent schools
and an actual loss of more than 2,000 schools. This data represents not only changes in
education potential, but also reveals social, demographic, and economic impact. Sadly, the total
loss of schools is even greater than the number represented because during the same time period,
many schools came into existence for the first time. If this trend continues, the loss of schools
will impact communities on multiple fronts including educational choice, economic
development, and a loss of faith-based institutions.
Independent School Enrollment as a Percentage of the Total School Population
In 1995-1996, 12% of all children in elementary and secondary schools were enrolled in
private schools; by 2013-2014, the share had dropped to 10% (Kena et al., 2016; Sparks, 2011;
Jennings, 2013). By 2025-2026, as shown in Figure 2, the proportion of U.S. students enrolled
in private schools is predicted to drop to 9% (Kena et al., 2016). If the prediction is true, the
population in independent schools will fall to 5.1 million students, representing a 25-year low
(Kena et al., 2016, National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). Jennings (2013) has
predicted that the U.S. private school population will drop to 9% as soon as 2021. According to
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the United States Census Bureau (2015), enrollment in private secondary schools has already
dropped to 9% of total school enrollment, and the percentage of students enrolled in private
middle and elementary schools has dropped to 10.4% and 10.3% respectively. Regardless of
whether the total private school enrollment drops to 9% by 2021 or 2025, the enrollment decline
for independent schools has been significant, and the current prediction by many experts point to

Number of Students in Millions

a continued downward trend.

School Year
Figure 2. Private school enrollment trends and future prediction. From “The Condition of
Education 2016,” (NCES 2016-144) by G. Kena, W. Hussar, J. McFarland, C. de Brey, L. MusuGillette, X. Wang, 2016, p. 82. (http://nces.ed.gov/). In the public domain.
Enrollment Decline Larger in Faith-Based Schools
Examining the data more closely, it is apparent that faith-based schools have suffered a
higher percentage loss of students than non-religious independent schools. In particular, the
schools that suffered the largest decline were those that have a religious affiliation, are larger in
student population size, and are located in rural areas (Ewert, 2013). Across the U.S., religious
primary and secondary schools are faced with declining enrollments and increased competition
for students (Sparks, 2011). During school years 2001-2002 to 2013-2014, enrollment in
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religious schools dropped by 19% while enrollment in non-religious schools dropped by only 5%
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). Catholic schools, which represent the largest
share of the total private school enrollment with 38% of the market, suffered the heaviest losses,
falling from 2.5 million students in 2003-2004 to 2.1 million in 2013-2014 (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2016). Schools affiliated with a religious denomination and those that
identify as conservative Christian also suffered enrollment losses while nonsectarian school
enrollment remained flat during the same period of time (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2016). According to the National Center for Education (2016), the only religious
schools that had enrollment gains during this time span were schools that identified as
unaffiliated religious. However, those gains were modest at best. Tracking enrollment changes
by religious affiliation can be challenging as schools have the tendency to change the way they
report an association to various categories from year to year. Still, it is interesting to note the
decline seems to be contained to more traditional schools that are identified as Catholic,
conservative Christian, and affiliated Christian. Religious schools with looser denominational or
historical ties appear to be faring better in this market.
Enrollment Decline More Significant in Elementary Grades
The enrollment loss for private schools has been more significant in younger grades than
in secondary schools (Sparks, 2011). Total private school enrollment for grades PreK-8
decreased by 15% from 2003-2004 to 2013-2014, falling from 5 million to 4.1 million students
(Kena et al., 2016). By 2025-2026, enrollment in these grades is predicted to fall to 3.9 million,
decreasing another 3% (Kena et al., 2016). Enrollment in grades 9-12 in private schools across
the U.S. grew from 1995-1996 through 2007-2008, increasing from 1.2 million to 1.4 million
students (Kena et al., 2016). However, between the school years 2007-2008 to 2013-2014,
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enrollment in these grades dropped 7%, falling to 1.3 million students (Kena et al., 2016).
Enrollment is expected to decrease more drastically in upper grades in future years with a
predicted decrease from 1.3 million to 1.1 million, a 13% enrollment loss by the school year
2025-2026 (Kena et al., 2016).
Enrollment Trends by Geographic Region
Across the nation, independent schools in every region have suffered a decline in
enrollment. However, it is interesting to note some differences in the rate and timing of that
decline as shown in Figure 3. From 1995 through 2011, the Northeast experienced the biggest
percentage decline of any region with a 2.3% loss, but the region continues to hold the highest
percentage of students enrolled in independent schools by region (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2013). Enrollment in independent schools in the West fell by 2.2%, the Midwest by
2%, and the South by 1.3% (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013). As a result, the
West now has the lowest percentage of students in independent schools at 7.8% while the
Northeast has 12.7% of the total school population.
In Georgia, enrollment in independent schools peaked in 2007 with 157,470 students but
then fell to 138,080 by 2011, representing a 12% decline in total enrollment in only four years
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2013). This enrollment data for the state of Georgia, as
well as the trends for the South, are particularly interesting in light of the location of Long
Academy, the school in focus for this study.
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Figure 3. Private school enrollment by region, 2001 through 2011. From “Digest of Education
Statistics,” by National Center for Education Statistics, 2013
(https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d13/tables/dt13_205.80.asp). In the public domain.
Factors Contributing to Decline in Enrollment
A natural place to start a search for solutions to the enrollment challenges facing K-12
Christian schools is to identify the major reasons for the national enrollment decline. However,
this may not be an easy task. School leaders and researchers have put forth many different
reasons for the decline. One possible reason is the recent economic recession causing a
nationwide dip in enrollment. Other causes could include the loss of students resulting from
increased competition. Still, other factors identified in the literature point to a maturation of the
business cycle in which the independent school market reached maturity and is now in decline.
Other factors could include a change in the function of a low-value proposition, which is the
result of the decline of religion in the United States, or some combination of these and other
factors (Bates & Santerre, 2013; Butler et al., 2013; Chakrabarti & Roy, 2016; Cohen-Zada,
2006; Cohen-Zada & Justman, 2005; Cohen-Zada & Sander, 2008; Ewert, 2013; Gray, 2009;
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Ladner, 2007; Marcus, 2015; National Center for Education Statistics, 2016; Preston et al., 2012;
Sander, 2015; Sparks, 2011; Voas & Chaves, 2016).
Regardless of the reasons behind the enrollment drop, the future of K-12 Christian
education is uncertain. What strategies will lead to a more sustainable future for Christian
schools? That question is being asked by heads of schools, and boards of Christian schools of
every size and in cities all across the nation. At any regional or national conference involving
Christian school leaders, participants are likely to find this topic featured in main sessions and
discussed at breaks and over meals.
Increased Educational Choice
During the economic downturn of 2008 subsequent years, enrollment in religious schools
fell even more dramatically while public charter enrollment continued to climb (Sparks, 2011).
Following the economic recession, as the economy recovered, students did not return to
independent schools at a rate consistent with economic growth (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2016). Instead, a new era of increased educational choice begun. While Christian
schools have been accustomed to competing with local public schools, local independent
schools, and home schools, with the rise of charter schools, online schools, and non-traditional
blended school options, there is a new wave of competition (Jennings, 2013; National Center for
Educational Statistics, 2015; Sparks 2011; Watson, Pape, Murin, Gemin, & Vashaw, 2014).
The statistical data identifying competitive trends is revealing. The number of students
enrolled in full-time online public schools grew to 315,000 in 2013-2014, up 6% from 20122013 (Watson et al., 2014). Online schools are now common across the U.S. and for most
households, accessibility is no longer a hurdle. Between 2003 and 2011, the number of
homeschooled students in the U.S. increased from 1,096,000 to 1,733,000, a 58% increase
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(National Center for Education Statistics, 2012). Marcus (2015) credits increased opportunity for
work flexibility for high-income parents in technology fields as a contributing factor to parents
selecting homeschooling over private schools. Enrollment in public charter schools has grown
from 300,000 in 1999 to 2,300,000 in 2013 (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2015). In
a span of only four years, enrollment in public school charters increased by 65% between 20082009 and 2013-2014 (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2015; Sparks, 2011). With this
increase in competition, independent schools are facing greater challenges attracting and keeping
students. According to Marcus (2015), one of the reasons for the dramatic enrollment increase is
the expansion of charter schools into suburbs and to more affluent sections of cities. The
increased independence and freedom from public school bureaucracy, without the price tag of
private schools, has made charter schools an attractive alternative to private schools for many
families (Jennings, 2013).
Even with the numbers seeming to point to a direct causal relationship between the
decline in private school enrollment and the expansion of charter schools, the literature is mixed
on whether charter schools compete with independent schools for the same types of students.
While many studies point to direct competition, other researchers have concluded that the
population of parents selecting charter schools does not overlap with the population selecting
private schools. Toma, Zimmer, and Jones (2006) examined enrollment data of traditional
public, charter, and private schools in Michigan for 1994-1995 to 1998-1999, years in which
charter schools were rapidly expanding in Michigan. The authors concluded that with the rapid
growth of charter schools in Michigan, the state’s independent schools were losing one student
for every three gained in charter schools. Toma et al. (2006) used enrollment data to examine
the annual percentage enrollment change by various counties in public, private, and charter
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schools. The authors also examined gross income of households within those counties to
investigate school preferences and its correlation with income.
In contrast, studying enrollment trends in Michigan for the same time period, Chakrabarti
and Roy (2016) found no causal relationship between the rise of charter schools and a decline in
independent school enrollment. The authors reported that the quality of the charter schools was
insufficient to attract students away from independent schools, and that rising tuition in
independent schools rather than competition with charter schools may have accounted for
declining enrollment. In contrast to the Toma et al. (2006) study, Chakrabarti and Roy (2016)
did not confine their examination of enrollment change to county lines, arguing instead that both
private and charter schools draw students from a broader geographic region. In addition, while
Toma et al. (2006) focused mainly on raw enrollment data, Chakrabarti and Roy (2016)
controlled for other factors such as program changes, rise of tuition costs, and other external
factors that they believed contributed to the enrollment decline in private schools in Michigan at
that time. Gray (2009) used public, archival data from the State of Wisconsin to create a
predictive model for the relationship between private and charter school enrollment. Similar to
Chakrabarti and Roy’s (2016) study, Gray (2009) found that charter schools had little impact on
independent school enrollment. Gray (2009) concluded that at that time, charter schools in
Wisconsin did not compete, from a market perspective, with independent private schools. This
is similar to Chakrabarti and Roy’s (2016) findings; they concluded that “in Michigan; the
private school parents did not perceive charter schools as an improved alternative to the
traditional public schools” (p. 102).
It is noteworthy to point out that these studies of enrollment trends in Michigan and
Wisconsin were conducted using data during a time when enrollment in independent schools in
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the U.S. was still in growth. Subsequent studies shed light on the more recent impact of charter
school enrollment on private school enrollment.
Ewert (2013) examined more recent enrollment data sets using the Current Population
Survey, American Community Survey, and Private School Survey to examine enrollment trends
for private, charter, and public schools from 2001 through 2010. Following a close examination
of the available data, Ewert found a negative correlation between charter school and private
school enrollment, stating that as more students enrolled in charter schools, fewer students
enrolled in private schools. Ewert’s (2013) analysis is consistent with the finding by the Council
for American Private Education (2012), which pointed to a causal relationship between the rise
of charter schools in New York City and the decline in enrollment in Catholic schools in the city.
Ewert (2013) discovered that in states with the biggest increase in charter school enrollment,
there was also a more significant decline in private school enrollment. For the change in charter
and private school enrollment from years 2008-2009 and then again for 2009-2010, Ewert found
correlation coefficients of -0.4 and -0.59. Based on these results, Ewert stated:
These correlation coefficients show that private school enrollment is negatively
associated with charter school enrollment, meaning that the observed increase in charter
school enrollment may somehow be associated with a decline in private school
enrollment. (p. 12)
These findings suggest that at least in recent years, the enrollment decrease in private schools in
the U.S. is related to the continued rise of charter schools.
The perceived performance of local public schools has been linked to enrollment trends
for private schools (Geller, Sjoquist, & Walker, 2006). Even with many independent schools
providing deeper levels of financial aid, charter schools, online public schools, and homeschools
provide an alternative model that is free from the financial hurdle of tuition. For independent
schools to compete, they must provide an educational model with enough added value that
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parents are willing to bypass the free option of public education. Private schools work to create a
competitive advantage over the competition by marketing their distinctive features and
increasing their value proposition. With the increased schooling choices available, those
distinctive features may have begun to look and sound very similar.
With the rise of charter schools, many of the academic distinctions are now offered at
schools with a much lower price tag (Jennings, 2013; Torres, 2014). Toma et al. (2016) have
explained the impact as follows:
If the charter schools, previously unavailable in the public sector, provide a product that
better matches the tastes of the household, utility from the charter school increases
relative to that of the traditional public school, and the household will enroll its child in
the new charter option, ceteris paribus. (p. 7)
As Torres (2014) has stated, parents involved in charter schools believe their schools are similar
to a private school in terms of having “high-achieving student bodies, a challenging curriculum,
an environment conducive to learning, a well-rounded education, a strong use of technology, and
high-quality teachers that believe in the ability of all students and are accountable for student
achievement” (p. 16). While there was a time when online schools were viewed as lesser
alternatives, the tide is turning, and many families are now looking at online schools as a viable
educational option for their children (Watson et al., 2014). Both public charter schools and
public online schools present an alternative to traditional public schools that was previously only
provided by private schools (Goldring, Gray, Bitterman, & National Center for Education
Statistics, 2015; Maas & Lake, 2015; Watson et al., 2014). With this in mind, independent
schools may need an increased value proposition to overcome the competition presented by
online and charter schools.
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Declining Religiosity
The decline in enrollment at religious schools could be the result of a declining or
weakening religious affiliation (Carpenter et al., 2016). As displayed in Figure 4, Voas and
Chaves (2016) discovered that while religiosity and religious commitment in the United States
remain stronger than in many other Western nations, the United States is now experiencing a
generational decline, with each new generational cohort having less commitment to religious
practice and thought than the previous one.
According to Cohen-Zada and Sander (2008), for Catholic and fundamentalist Protestant
families, religion had a significant impact on parents enrolling their children in a religious school
of the same type. Cohen-Zada (2006) found that the relationship between a religious population
in a community and the demand for religious education is concaved in nature, with peak
religious school participation found in communities with 50% religious households. An increase
or decrease in religious population resulted in enrollment decline in religious schools. For
religious schools, market pressure has been mitigated by religious affiliation (Cohen-Zada &
Sander, 2008). In essence, because of a strong preference for a particular religious affiliation,
other factors like facilities, student outcomes, and teacher quality are overlooked by parents.
However, as religious affiliation weakens, this could mean that competitive market pressures will
be a bigger factor for Christian schools. As the religious population in communities falls below
half, schools will face an even greater decline in enrollment.

Percent
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Figure 4. Religiosity by generations. Attendance monthly or more often by decade of birth,
United States, 1973-2014. From “Is the United States a counterexample to the secularization
thesis?” by D. Voas and M. Chaves, 2016. American Journal of Sociology, 121(5), p. 1544. In
the public domain.
Religious schools in the U.S. have had a higher decline in enrollment than non-religious
independent schools. Between 2001-2002 and 2013-2014, the number of students enrolled in
religious elementary or secondary schools dropped 19% from 4.4 million to 3.6 million (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2016). During the same span of time, enrollment in nonreligious independent schools dropped from 1.9 million to 1.8 million, a modest 5% decrease.
Other reports find the enrollment trend gap to be even greater between religious and nonreligious schools. In the years following the 2008 economic recession, during a time when
religious schools experienced the biggest decline, nonreligious independent schools maintained
flat enrollment (Sparks, 2001).
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Catholic schools experienced the most significant decline with a loss of 25%, falling from
2.5 million in 2001-2002 to 1.9 million students in 2013-2014 (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2016). Jennings (2013) suggested that the reason for the substantial decrease in
Catholic school enrollment has been the migration of Catholic families from cities, where many
Catholic schools were built in the early 1960’s, to the suburbs. However, non-Catholic religious
schools have also experienced a dramatic enrollment decline, dropping from 1.9 million in 20012002 to 1.7 million in 2013-2014, an 11% enrollment decline (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2016).
The fact that enrollment in religious schools is declining at a much higher rate than
enrollment in non-religious schools is worthy of investigation and future study. More research is
needed to determine the impact of declining religiosity in the U.S. on enrollment in religious
schools. In addition, research is needed to learn why certain types of religious schools are
shrinking at a faster rate and whether declining religiosity has a greater impact on Catholic and
denominational schools than unaffiliated religious schools. Most Christian schools are deeply
committed to keeping their core focus of religious education. Thus, learning how declining
religiosity influences parents’ attitudes toward schooling will help school leaders improve their
value proposition to a new generation of parents without lessening their Christian focus. This
will no doubt be a challenging terrain to navigate, but for Christian education to thrive in the
future, while religious affiliation continues to diminish, it is a needed strategic goal. Additional
research on declining religiosity and the influence to parental attitudes toward Christian schools
will be helpful.
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Economics
Rising tuition costs may be a leading cause of enrollment challenges during the last
decade (Ewert, 2013). Tuition costs in independent schools rose an average of over 50%
between 2005 and 2015 (Marcus, 2015). From 1960 to 2013, tuition costs for independent
schools rose over 200%, and the drastic increase can be partially explained by “Baumol’s Cost
Disease” (Bates & Santerre, 2013). According to Chen and Moul (2014), “Baumol’s Cost
Disease” has led to “expenditure growth outstripping inflation” (p. 220) in schools and is related
to their inability to mitigate increased wages with improved productivity because class sizes
remain constant. Marcus (2015) attributes the dramatic increase in tuition to staffing,
technology, and competition to improve facilities.
The rise in tuition levels, coupled with the economic downturn of the last decade
(Jennings, 2013), may have led to a breaking point for many families. Evidence for this
explanation is that private schools have seen a dramatic increase in the request for financial aid
(Sparks, 2011). Marcus (2015) has reported that schools are providing financial aid to 25% of
students, compared to 17% just 10 years ago. The increase of financial aid budgets is causing
tuition to rise, and even more, putting a bigger strain on full-pay parents. Independent schools
may need to explore innovative new business models and new revenue models with greater
efficiencies. In response to the enrollment decline, some schools are already launching new
summer programs, developing extension programs, converting existing buildings to new profit
centers like school stores and cafes, building dorms for international students, and opening
satellite campuses (Marcus, 2015).
While ethnicity may seem to be a differentiating factor of school choice, in reality, family
income may be the underlying factor causing ethnicity to appear to be related to the enrollment
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challenge. Sander (2015) found that higher concentrations of Black and Hispanic students in
local public schools in Chicago led to a higher percentage of White students in the area attending
independent schools. However, for families earning $100,000 or more, ethnicity was not a
significant differentiator for independent school enrollment with 20% of White families, 19% of
Black families, and 16% of Hispanic families sending their children to independent schools
(Sander, 2015).
Cohen-Zada and Justman (2005) found that when parents were offered a school voucher
in the full amount of public school spending, over 70% of parents selected a religious school.
The draw to religious schools does not seem to be limited by ethnicity, but rather by household
income level. However, many independent schools do not yet reflect the racial diversity of the
local community. This lag is a challenge to the future of independent school education and
represents an opportunity for exploration, change, and growth.
Parental Educational Values
In addition to increased competition, religiosity decline, and economic challenges, a
fourth challenge facing private school education that is potentially contributing to the enrollment
decline is the changing educational values of a new generation of parents. One of the solutions
to overcoming enrollment decline may be finding new ways to gather feedback and using that
information to engage in smarter market segmentation. Horne (2015) has explained that most
organizations are asking the wrong questions when it comes to gathering customer satisfaction
feedback. By segmenting customers according to profit potential, Horne’s (2015) model for
collecting customer feedback gives greater focus to those customers who have the propensity to
promote higher levels of growth.
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The implication of Horne’s (2015) research with customer satisfaction feedback is
important to independent schools. First, as schools work to create a stronger student admissions
process, there may be an opportunity for market segmentation with the admissions applicant
pool. Rather than working equally hard to attract every parent who attends an admissions event,
schools may want to spend the most energy attracting parents and students who are more likely
to enroll based on selected markers, which are informed by market segmentation.
Second, as schools work to attract students through word of mouth marketing using the
existing parent base, schools may want to focus on identifying current parents who are more
likely to promote the school and work to engage those parents in ways that lead to greater
promotion. According to Reichheld (2003), the growth rate for an organization is linked directly
to the “percentage of its customers who are promoters – that is, those who say they are extremely
likely to recommend the company to a friend or colleague” (p. 52). By using market
segmentation methods, along with a focus on net promoters, schools may be more effective in
overcoming some of the barriers to enrollment growth.
Innovation
Failure to adapt and innovate at the rate valued by the market could be causing a decline
in enrollment. However, the current independent school market is so challenging that many
school leaders are fighting to keep schools alive and have little energy for growth and
innovation. Having the data to make sense of the external environment and to guide decisionmaking is critical to promoting organizational learning and growth while protecting an
organization from slipping into decline (Harrison & Shirom, 1999). According to AragónCorrea, García-Morales, and Cordón-Pozo (2007), organizational learning is a significant factor
in innovation capacity. Organizational learning leads to organizational behavioral change,
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renewal, and avoidance of stagnation (García-Morales, Jiménez-Barrionuevo, & GutiérrezGutiérrez, 2012). Overcoming stagnation, in turn, may emerge as a factor in addressing the
enrollment decline problem as well as other systemic issues within independent school
education.
Because independent schools are facing a time of rapid change and increased
competition, school leaders must find ways to rapidly innovate. This may mean addressing
school culture issues in new ways. Rosenfeld and Euchner (2012) have emphasized the
importance of building an innovation culture as a critical factor that impacts the success and
speed of innovation in organizations. Stallard, Dewing-Hommes, and Pankau (2007) have
suggested that a connected culture leads to organizational effectiveness. So how can school
leaders become more effective in implementing innovation? What are the meaningful school
culture factors that lead to effective and transformative innovation? Why do some schools
navigate innovation with success, moving the school forward, while other schools languish?
These questions are important for school leaders to explore if there is to be hope for an
enrollment resurgence and future growth in K-12 Christian education.
Preston et al. (2012) found little evidence for increased innovation in charter schools in
comparison to traditional public schools. If this is true, then independent schools may not be
threatened by charter schools in terms of innovative practice. However, the competition among
independent schools makes innovation a key factor for success, regardless of the lack of
innovation shown by traditional public and charter schools.
Marketing and the Creation of a New Brand Identity
The enrollment decline is causing many school leaders to introduce detailed marketing
campaigns (Marcus, 2015). According to Judson, Aurand, Gorchels, and Gordo (2009), to thrive
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in a competitive environment, independent schools, like other service organizations, should focus
on building brand identity by finding “ways to differentiate their institution and tell their story”
(p. 57). Building a new brand identity involves not only vision but also the implementation of
the brand promise. In service-oriented organizations like education, brand identity is challenging
to manage because it is implemented through constant contact between customers and employees
(Khanna, Jacob & Yadav, 2014). Punjaisri and Wilson (2007) have stated that as a result of
increased competition in service industries, the role employees play in creating and
implementing the brand promise has been amplified.
Creating brand promise requires highly coordinated efforts of communication and
practice. The time and effort an organization invests into building the brand promise among
employees is just as important as the focus on customers (Judson et al., 2009). In education, a
strong brand can improve admissions efforts and attract the very best students (Judson et al.,
2009). However, as Boyce (2006) has pointed out, “many educators consider marketing, which
encompasses the organized effort to attract new customers, not applicable to education” (p. 19).
More than that, many teachers are outright opposed to participating in any marketing activity
because they believe that these types of activities run counter to the core goals of educating
students. This presents a sizeable dilemma for independent school leaders. Moving forward
with a coordinated school-wide effort to market the brand could lead to disenfranchised teachers,
while not moving forward could be the death of the school. Neither option is viable.
As Christian school leaders across the U.S. struggle to find solutions to reverse the
enrollment decline, many are scrambling to improve their value proposition (Judson et al., 2009).
Unfortunately, the drive to implement solutions to foster enrollment growth has the potential to
backfire. Introducing solutions to improve the value proposition can cause incongruity between
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internal and external brand identity. Often, the internal group members such as faculty members
want to protect the brand identity in an effort to improve the current model incrementally. In
contrast, in response to external market demands, school leaders pursue more radical innovation
in an effort to change the brand identity substantially. Havermans, Den Hartog, Keegan, and
Uhl-Bien (2015) describe these two types of innovation as explorative (external) and exploitative
(internal). In times of high complexity, leaders promote explorative innovation, and in periods
of low complexity, leaders encourage exploitative innovation (Havermans et al., 2015). The
current context for most Christian school leaders is one of high complexity.
An example of increased complexity in independent schools is the move by many school
leaders to expand conventional enrollment boundaries by offering online courses and hybrid
programs, with partial day offerings paired with new specialized programs. Just as the
workplace is no longer defined by a single physical location (Morgan, 2016), one of the solutions
to enrollment decline for independent schools is to extend their reach beyond geographic
limitations. Gratton (2016) has explained the importance of collaboration across boundaries for
the future of the workplace. In schools, digital tools are making it possible for learning to
overcome regional and national boundaries. To attract additional students, K-12 Christian
schools may invest resources to offer more online and hybrid schooling experiences as part of a
market expansion. This is just one example of the way school leaders are rethinking the
established school model to better meet the needs of the present market.
The different expectations related to market expansion, brand identity, and innovation by
faculty members and school leaders can create a challenging tension for schools and may lead to
brand inconsistency and even further decline. Inconsistency in brand delivery is a limiting factor
in organizational success (Beverland, Wilner, & Micheli, 2015; Dean, Arroyo-Gamez, Punjaisri,
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& Pich, 2015; Furey, Springer, & Parsons, 2014). This tension between existing brand identity
and a new vision for the school can create a widening gap between school leaders and faculty.
The ability to simultaneously foster exploration and exploitation as organizations react to forces
of the market is known as organizational ambidexterity (Havermans et al., 2015). One of the
solutions to overcoming enrollment decline may be schools’ development of organizational
ambidexterity.
Universities have already responded to increased competition by promoting greater
distinctiveness by leveraging brand strategies (Furey et al., 2014). Brand identity in schools is
delivered through personal interaction (Furey et al., 2014). Judson et al. (2009) has pointed out
that “service organizations have realized that brand messages conveyed to the employees of an
organization are just as important as those sent to customers” (p. 57). Equipping faculty and
staff to carry out the external brand promise is a high priority for school leaders. Furey et al.
(2014) has suggested that schools develop a core brand promise that could serve as a reference
point for the brand promise exercised both internally and externally, throughout the organization.
By adopting a core organizational goal of brand ambidexterity, Beverland et al. (2015) have
suggested that organizations strike a balance and manage the tension between brand consistency
and brand relevancy in a way that promotes optimum brand promise development and delivery.
Schools face greater competition for students, so they must work to innovate and differentiate
their program from those of other schools. Equipping faculty and staff with proper training to
articulate and deliver the new brand identity could be a key factor for organizational success by
resolving the tension between internal brand identity and external brand delivery.
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The Need to Rethink Leadership
There has been an ongoing debate about the type of leadership that is most effective in
schools. Over the last half-century, leadership theory has shifted back and forth between two
distinct styles: instructional leadership and transformational leadership (Hallinger, 2003). In
decades like the 1980’s, which brought substantial educational reform, school leaders were
expected to be the instructional leader of the school with a top-down focus on school reform
(Hallinger, 2003). During the 1990’s, schools worked to become professionalized, building
strong team cultures through transformational leadership (Hallinger, 2003). In today’s
educational landscape, especially in independent K-12 schooling, a new type of leadership is
needed.
With declining national enrollment and the rise of charter and online schools, the current
context of independent school education is one of increased competition, uncertainty, and rapid
change. Building consensus toward a new vision of Christian K-12 schooling will require
building trust, creating a convincing vision, and providing clarity for the road ahead. While
selecting the right strategic direction is critical, building trust with faculty is a prerequisite.
There is research that suggests that successful implementation of authentic leadership leads to an
increase in trust between teachers and school leaders (Fox, Gong, & Attoh, 2015).
A highly competitive environment enhances the value of human capital and the need for
authentic leadership for organizational growth (Azanza et al., 2013). Independent school leaders
must be attuned to both, building human capital through the establishment of healthy
organizational culture and to leading change through ongoing innovation. At times, the two
goals may seem contradictory. To grow human capital, school leaders may feel a need to slow
down innovation. To keep the school moving forward, leaders may, at times, ignore the task of
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building human capital. Authentic leaders can simultaneously build trust with employees,
improve productivity, and create innovation.
Authentic leadership theory is rooted in the knowledge of oneself and action that is
consistent with the true self (Caza & Jackson, 2016). Walumbwa, Avolio, Garner, Wernsing,
and Peterson (2008) define authentic leadership as follows:
A pattern of leader behavior that draws upon and promotes both positive psychological
capacities and a positive ethical climate, to foster greater self-awareness, an internalized
moral perspective, balanced processing of information, and relational transparency on the
part of leaders working with followers, fostering positive self-development. (p. 94)
Authentic leaders inspire and build trust through the display of strong moral character and
internalized behavior strengths (Caza & Jackson, 2016).
Authentic leadership theory emerged in 2003 with the work of Luthans and Avolio (as
cited in Agote, Aramburu, & Lines, 2016; Caza & Jackson, 2016). The initial ideas for authentic
leadership were a combination of Luthan’s research on “positive organizational behavior” and
Avolio’s work on “fullrange leadership” (as cited in Caza & Jackson, 2016, p. 415). Authentic
leadership theory was further developed in 2004 by Avolio, Garner, Walumbwa, Luthas, and
May to describe how authentic leaders influence follower attitudes and behaviors (Agote et al.,
2016). Prior to the emergence of the theory, some work on the importance of authenticity in
leadership, specifically in the field of education, had been done (Caza & Jackson, 2016). Sosik,
Avolio, and Jung (2002) had already reported that when leaders engage in self-monitoring
behavior to adjust to a situation, they can be perceived as inauthentic and less sincere (as cited in
Caza & Jackson, 2016). Other research had shown similar adverse effects of inauthentic
leadership (Caza & Jackson, 2016). In contrast to the focus on adverse effects, Avolio and
Luthan (2003) turned their focus to the positive effects of authentic leadership (as cited in Caza
& Jackson, 2016).
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Fox, Gong, and Attoh (2015) have described the need for a new type of school leader
who is:
engaging as an authentic leader, is one who knows who he/she is (self-aware), is socially
adept and relationally genuine (relational transparency), is a great listener who is able to
weigh all sides of an issue before making decisions (balanced processing), and is
ethically grounded (internalized moral perspective). (p. 15)
Authentic leadership has been shown to create a positive impact on organizational culture. It can
lead to increased job satisfaction (Azanza, Moriano, & Molero, 2013), increased trust of leaders
by employees (Agote et al., 2016; Kehan, Weipeng, Jenny & Lei, 2016), increased productivity
and effectiveness of work teams (Lyubovnikova, Legood, Turner, & Mamakouka, 2015), and a
more engaged workforce (Jiang & Men, 2017). Effective leaders read the needs of followers or
situations and adjust leadership strategies accordingly (Ayman & Adams, 2016). Agote et al.
(2016) linked authentic leadership to improving employee emotions during the organizational
change process.
Developing trust with employees contributes to building a culture that is more resilient
during a change process. As Caza and Jackson (2016) have pointed out, authentic leadership
provides “a powerful response to the entranced skepticism and suspicion toward established
leaders, and it accords with a general desire for selfless, enlightened leadership” (p. 426). In a
time when many in society are disenchanted with the moral failure of leaders, authentic leaders
stand in contrast as “distinguished by their personal moral character, the admirable values that
comprise their agenda, and the ethical means they use when interacting with others” (Caza &
Jackson, 2016, p. 416). To create growth and sustainability, Christian schools need authentic
leaders who can build employee trust, create stronger teams, encourage cultures of innovation,
and move schools forward.
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Summary
Leaders of K-12 Christian schools are facing a difficult challenge. The landscape of
independent school education has undergone a significant shift over the last two decades. While
almost every school undergoes cycles of enrollment growth, stagnation, and decline, national
trends have been one of enrollment regression for the past 15 years (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2016). While much has been written about enrollment growth strategy
during this span of time, the research seems unclear as to the major contributing factors to the
national enrollment decline. One of the reasons for this uncertainty, as Carpenter et al. (2016)
have pointed out, is that “constructing a longitudinal census of private schools in the United
States has proven exceptionally difficult” (p. 6).
As discussed in this chapter, the current literature points to many different contributing
factors to the enrollment decline. However, more research is needed to determine the connection
between and the impact of many potential factors of enrollment decline in K-12 Christian
schools. Specifically, additional research is needed to discover why various types of
independent schools have been more prone to enrollment decline than others. Further study is
needed to determine how the issues of competition, economics, religiosity, parental values,
innovation, and marketing are connected and how the combination of these factors impact
parents’ enrollment decisions.
Beyond a more thorough understanding of the potential factors impacting enrollment
presented in this literature review, Christian school leaders are searching for tangible solutions.
As a result, there is increased value in exploring factors within the control of school leaders.
While school leaders are not able to impact family income in the surrounding community, they
do set tuition levels and make budget decisions. Similarly, while there may be little that can be
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done by an individual school to change religiosity levels in a community, school leaders are
responsible for knowing the community and using that insight, along with the mission and
strategic goals of the school, to create a compelling vision. Likewise, while school leaders may
not be able to prevent the continued rise in local competition from new charter schools,
expanding online schools, or improved public schools, school leaders are responsible for shaping
the total program of the school and for marketing that program. With each of these examples, a
common thread is a search to understand what creates value for current and potential parents.
Thus, examining practical and objective factors highlighted by the literature will advance current
understanding of the issue of declining enrollment and will hopefully provide needed
understanding of the causes of enrollment decline as well as practical solutions that can help
promote future growth and create a more sustainable model for Christian education.
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Chapter 3: Research Method and Design
Total enrollment in faith-based schools in the U.S. has been in decline nationally since
the school year 2001-2002. Since that time, Christian schools have struggled with declining
enrollment and many have closed. As schools become smaller, tuition revenue shrinks, which
results in cutbacks in staffing, programs, and facilities. This situation can lead to a weaker value
proposition for families and a steeper decline in enrollment. School leaders are searching for
solutions. Before solutions can be found, however, schools must first understand the factors
impacting the decline in enrollment. In this chapter, I explain how this study examined parents’
perceptions of the factors that influenced their decision to enroll, to keep their child(ren) enrolled
in a Christian K-12 school, or to withdraw or not enroll their child(ren) after initially considering
the idea.
Research Design and Method
As indicated in the previous chapters, the goal of this research is to solve a specific
problem and apply the results of the research for future strategy (Stacks et al., 2003). The
specific research study design was an online survey applying a comparative cross-sectional
design since the research compared samples from three groups: (a) parents of currently enrolled
students, (b) parents of students once enrolled but who chose to leave, and (c) parents who
considered enrolling their student but never chose to do so.
One of the aims of this study was to conduct a comparative analysis of the differences
between parents who enrolled their child(ren) and stayed enrolled at Long Academy with parents
who either chose to withdraw their child(ren) or who examined the school but did not choose to
enroll initially. This required multiple regression analysis with a predictive study of the factors
reported by parents for enrollment decisions at Long Academy.
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The initial steps of a research study include identifying the problem area and conducting
reconnaissance or research (Batagiannis, 2011). This has been accomplished through a thorough
review of the literature on the factors associated with enrollment decline in K-12 Christian
schools. The design of a data collection strategy must be carefully crafted to ensure the collected
data are useful in answering the relevant organizational questions. As Patton (2015) has
suggested, the design of a study follows the purpose of research and answers questions that have
been identified in the literature.
An important aspect of a research design is the opportunity for practitioners to dig into
inquiry in a way that leads to the crossing of the “theory-to-practice divide” (Zambo, 2014, p.
507). With that premise in mind, this study aimed to further explore the factors related to
enrollment decline found in the literature in the practical setting of Long Academy, a K-12
Christian school currently experiencing enrollment decline. As a research practitioner, my goal
in designing this research project was to seek to understand this problem in a way that leads to
practical solutions. Through this study, I wanted to learn the major factors impacting parents’
enrollment decisions in relation to K-12 Christian schools so that leaders at Long Academy and
in Christian schools across the U.S. can use this data to begin working toward solutions that will
lead to growth and sustainability.
Research design should take into consideration not only the research question but also
existing resources, study context, the researcher’s interests, and the researcher’s capabilities
(Patton, 2015). With that in mind, I conducted this research study at Long Academy where I
serve as Academic Vice President. This allowed me to study this problem in a setting where I
have access, understanding of context, and interest.
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One of the important aspects of planning a research study is deciding between breadth
and depth of inquiry. Quantitative survey methods provide an efficient tool which also provides
breadth and when coupled with open-ended questions for key points, a process which opens up
potential deep structures for understanding and further study (Patton, 2015; Wrench et al., 2016).
The benefits of this approach are well documented (Parry, Mumford, Bower, & Watts, 2014).
As Creswell (2014) has pointed out, a survey “provides a quantitative or numeric description of
trends, attitudes, or opinions of a population by studying a sample of that population” (p. 155).
By adopting this approach, the research reaped the benefits of a quantitative study, providing an
opportunity to explore data with “precision, and ease of analysis” (Patton, 2015, p. 67). In
addition, this research sought to inform future practice through building a practical
understanding that can lead to growth (Patton, 2015). In other words, this research was a
growth-oriented exercise with the focal point that was the production of practical knowledge
(Ivankova, 2015).
Having identified a chosen research method (i.e., Ivankova, 2015), after careful review of
the relevant research, and with thoughtful reflection of the problem of practice, I developed six
research questions that provided guidance for this study:
Q1. What criteria (and their relative evaluation) do parents use in choosing to enroll their
child(ren) in a K-12 Christian school?
Q2. What is the significant relationship between parent satisfaction and enrollment?
Q3. What is the significant relationship between parent religiosity and enrollment?
Q4. What is the significant relationship between perceived economic value and
enrollment?
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Q5. What is the significant relationship between parent perceptions of optional school
choice and enrollment?
Q6. Based on the results from Q1, what additional variables are significantly associated
with enrollment?
The subsequent survey questions, listed in Appendix B, were developed to produce data
that can give insight into parents’ perspectives of the value proposition provided by the school,
level of satisfaction or dissatisfaction, likelihood to enroll in future years, and factors that may
detract continued enrollment in the school. Gaining this understanding may help the leaders of
Long Academy to address the current enrollment decline, and will allow leaders of other
Christian schools to replicate this study in their respective schools. In addition, this survey data
can shed light on the issue of enrollment decline in Christian schools in a way that is transferable
to other schools of similar size, religious orientation, and markets.
The survey questions were developed with the goal of being narrow enough to give very
specific direction while broad enough to provide some level of flexibility as the study
progressed. In the design of this data collection strategy, careful planning was made to ensure
the data are relevant and provide answers to the identified organizational questions. These plans
aimed to ensure that data were reliable, trustworthy, and valid so that the results are accurate
indicators of what is being measured (Guerra-Lopez, 2008). As Ivankova (2015) has proposed,
the study sought to “provide comprehensive answers” and “comprehensive solutions” to the
research questions (p. 52).
In addition to parents with a child or children currently enrolled, a second survey was
administered to parents who elected to withdraw their child(ren) from the school in the past year,
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and a third survey was directed to parents who explored enrolling their child(ren) but decided not
to enroll their children (see Appendix B).
The three surveys have a core set of questions that investigated parent decisions about
school enrollment to allow for comparison of the three groups. While many parents point to
tuition as the reason for leaving an independent school, according to Independent School
Management (2016), it is not the actual amount of tuition but rather the perceived value received
for that tuition that drives enrollment decisions. From the 2015-2016 to the 2017-2018 school
year, approximately 239 students left Long Academy. While 239 students over a two-year span
represent a low percentage of the total enrollment of 1,800 students, learning the reasons behind
a family’s exit is important to an overall understanding of enrollment decline. Each of the 239
families received a concise Internet survey. As Guerra-Lopez (2008) has suggested, the survey
was designed to measure informed opinions based on first-hand experience rather than
conjecture. Several open-ended questions were included in the survey; this enhanced the validity
and credibility of the study (Ivankova, 2015; Patton, 2015) by providing this comparison group.
Following the data collection process, care was taken in the analysis of the data to both
discover important findings and to also identify common threads that could point to the key
factors leading to enrollment decline. As Guerra-Lopez (2008) has indicated, “a central premise
of evaluation and improving performance is that complete and relevant data are used to make
interrelations and recommendations about how to improve performance” (p. 134). The goal of
collecting and analyzing the data is not simply to learn but is a way to understand organizational
change and performance improvement. Di Pofi (2002) has stated that “taking action based on
the results of the diagnostic process is the second step to shaping organizational behavior and
impacting organizational performance” (p. 166). According to Ripamonti, Galuppo, Gorli,
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Scaratti, and Cunliffe (2016), research should integrate theory and practice by expanding current
knowledge and solving relevant problems.
Coghlan and Shani (2014) describe research as an exercise that brings about change
within an organization and also creates a theory that can be useful both to the company and to the
broader industry. In the end, that is the goal of this research: to gain a deeper understanding of
the factors that have led to enrollment decline so that solutions can be developed and
implemented. The core objective of this study was to discover solutions that could promote the
beginning stages of an enrollment growth model for K-12 Christian schools for the future.
Population
The population of the study included three groups. The first group was made up of
parents of students enrolled during the 2017-2018 school year at Long Academy. The second
group included parents of students who left the school for various reasons during the past two
years. The third group was comprised of parents who explored placing their child(ren) at Long
Academy in the last two years but did not end up doing so.
The members of these groups reside, or did live at one time, in the metropolitan Atlanta
area. Long Academy attracts students from a large geographic area. During the past year,
students from 90 different zip codes and 14 different counties attended the school. The student
population at Long Academy is ethnically diverse. The current student population is 51%
Caucasian, 24% African American or Black, 10% Asian, 4% Hispanic or Latino, 4% Multiracial, and the remaining 7% did not indicate race. In addition, student enrollment is evenly
divided between males and females. The families are also diverse in terms of family income.
For the current school year, 20% of the students are receiving financial aid.
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All of the families included in the population decided at one point to either enroll or
considered enrolling their child(ren) in Long Academy. As a result, there is a commonality with
the population of parents that they at one time found the value proposition of the school
compelling enough to seek enrollment and to pay tuition. One of the purposes of this study was
to examine the level of parent satisfaction. Understanding this variable is helpful to the school to
increase retention and improve its ability to attract new students.
The population of parents who withdrew a student from the school in the past year has
the common factor of deciding to leave, but the factors leading to removal of their child from the
school may vary broadly. Understanding the reasons for these departures are helpful in
understanding the reasons for the declining enrollment more fully.
Sample
The sample size of the population of parents with currently enrolled children at Long
Academy was 1,117 households. The sample size for the survey with parents who have
withdrawn a child in the past year was the entire group of parents of 239 students. The sample
size of parents who explored enrollment in the past two years but did not decide to enroll their
child was 279.
Materials and Instruments
Using on the literature review, I designed survey instruments based on identified topics
related to enrollment decline in faith-based independent schools. With the three types of parent
populations in mind, three very similar surveys were developed to allow for comparative analysis
of enrollment factors (see Appendices A, B, and C). Because I developed the survey
instruments, I gave careful attention to the development process, pilot testing, internal scale
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reliability, and face construct validity of the instruments. The three surveys were formatted
using Survey Monkey and were sent by email to the participants of the study.
Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis Procedures
Operational definitions of variables. Data was gathered and analyzed using an online
survey and three sample groups. The literature suggests several factors for the decline in
enrollment in independent schools. Specifically, those reasons include increased competition,
declining religiosity, economic factors, mission alignment, innovation satisfaction, and a decline
in schools’ value proposition.
To investigate parent attitudes regarding their experience at Long Academy, the survey
was distributed to parents with children enrolled in Long Academy at the time. The survey
measured parent satisfaction and the impact of a number of independent variables listed below.
Using a sample of families who have withdrawn a student from Long Academy in the last year,
the survey examined the factors that led to that decision. Finally, using a sample of parents who
looked at the school but did not enroll, the study examined the differences between this group
and those who chose to enroll.
The dependent variable was the enrollment decision, whether or not parents were
currently enrolled, left the school, or failed to enroll initially. The independent variables
included top reasons parents used for enrollment decisions, satisfaction with aspects of the
school, enrollment longevity, the number of children enrolled, grade levels of the children
enrolled, religiosity, ethnicity, longevity with the school, perceived value, competitive distraction
from other schools, the gender of a child, and the gender of the parent answering the survey.
Enrollment criteria. Enrollment criteria is a set of dependent interval variables that were
measured using a Likert scale. Measuring enrollment criteria involved identifying the top
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reasons a parent selected the school by asking how important a set of factors was to the parents
in relation to their choice to enroll or re-enroll their child or children in the current school.
Parent satisfaction. Parent satisfaction is a dependent interval variable that describes
how well parents’ experience with the school matches their overall expectations for their
children’s schooling experience. Parent satisfaction was measured using a Likert scale by asking
parents to indicate their current level of satisfaction with each of the enrollment criteria
variables. In addition, parent satisfaction was also measured by simply asking parents to indicate
their current overall level of satisfaction. Parent satisfaction is important to an independent
school both in terms of retention and recruitment. As Reichheld (2003) has pointed out,
customer satisfaction leads to the growth of an organization, both in terms of customer loyalty,
and in that highly satisfied customers are more likely to recommend the organization to other
people.
Religiosity. Consistent with the definition of religiosity used in the study referenced
earlier by Voas and Chaves (2016), religiosity was measured through weekly family involvement
in faith-related activities in a local church. Religiosity was used as an independent interval
variable in this study. According to Carpenter et al. (2016), declining religiosity in the U.S. may
be partly to blame for the decline in enrollment in faith-based schools. A Likert scale was used
to measure weekly involvement in church activities.
Competition distraction. Competition distraction is a function of the opinion, or
preconceived notion, prospective parents and current parents have for other schooling options
available for their child including local public, charter, online, and other private schools.
Respondents were asked to rate each of the categories of schools listed above based on
educational excellence, teacher quality, fit for their child, the strength of co-curricular programs,
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safety, college preparation, facilities, and total value using a Likert scale. Competition
distraction was used as an independent variable to explore parent satisfaction.
Demographic factors. Several demographic factors were included in the survey and
were treated as independent factors. Respondents were asked to indicate gender, which was used
to examine if there is any difference in parent satisfaction by gender. Family income was
measured using these five broad bands: less than $75,000, $75,000-$125,000, $125,000$175,000, $175,000-$250,000, and $250,000 and above. Family income is defined as the gross
total of the combined income of the parents of the household as self-reported on the survey. The
reason this independent variable is important is that economics has been linked to enrollment
decline in independent schools, including rising tuition (Ewert, 2013; Marcus, 2015), the
economic downturn of 2008 and the years that followed (Jennings, 2013), and the request for
more financial aid (Sparks, 2011; Marcus, 2015).
Respondents were asked to indicate ethnicity by selecting one of the following
categories: Asian, Black or African American, Hispanic or Latino, Multi-racial, Native Hawaiian
or Pacific Islander, Caucasian, Other, or prefer not to answer. The use of this independent
variable allowed me to examine if there is any relationship between parent satisfaction and the
ethnicity of the family.
The survey asked respondents to indicate the number of children they have or previously
had enrolled in the school. Respondents were also asked to indicate the number of years they
have had children enrolled in the school and also the grade of their oldest child. These
independent variables were used to examine if the number of students, grade level, or longevity
with the school was in any way linked to parent satisfaction.
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Data collection. For the survey of current parents, due to a relatively small sample size
of the population (1,117 households), the sample included the entire group. The survey of
parents who left the school also utilized the entire population for the sample. Similarly, the
survey was sent to all of the parents who explored enrollment but did not enroll. All three
identified samples received an email inviting them to participate, explaining the survey, and
providing a link to the survey. The data were collected using online surveys through Survey
Monkey, an online survey development cloud-based software application. Survey Monkey is
password protected, allowing for data to be kept secure.
Data analysis. The data were downloaded from the Survey Monkey into Excel. After
formatting, the data were imported into SPSS, which was used to determine frequency analysis,
scale reliability (using Cronbach’s alpha), correlations (using Pearson’s r), and tests of
differences, which were needed for subsequent analysis using t-tests and ANOVA.
Researcher’s role. I am employed by Long Academy and serve as the Academic Vice
President. I have been with the school for 21 years, and in that time, I have witnessed first-hand
the enrollment trends described in the literature review. I also serve on the Board of the National
Christian School Association and have the opportunity to interact regularly with other leaders of
Christian schools across the nation.
My position with the school did not in any way present a hurdle for conducting this
research. Instead, I was well positioned to carry out this research with objectivity and
subjectivity. Parents are accustomed to sharing their feedback with me and were not hesitant to
respond to the surveys. As a school, survey data are regularly gathered from parents. This study
added to the school’s growing bank of longitudinal data. With my knowledge of the school, its
mission, history, and community, I had insight that proved helpful in analyzing the data.
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Ethical Considerations
This study received approval from ACU’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) before data
collection began. The research qualified for an expedited review, according to the guidelines
posted by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: Office for Human Research
Protections. This research activity presented minimal risk to human subjects and satisfied a
category requirement of the Office of Human Research Protections that was reviewed by IRB
through the expedited review procedure (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2017).
There was no risk to individuals who participated in the survey that “would reasonably place
them at risk of criminal or civil liability or be damaging to the participant’s financial standing,
employability, insurability, reputation, or be stigmatizing” (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, 2017).
The research met the standard requirements for informed consent. Human subjects were
involved, but the study ensured anonymity. The surveys did not capture the names of
respondents. In addition, the sample size of the surveys was large enough, and the demographic
information gathered was not so detailed that anonymity was compromised. The information
gathered, including the views of the respondents, was not considered confidential as one of the
intended outcomes of the study was to use the data to inform decision-making at the school.
The data were stored securely in a password protected digital file and in accordance with
IRB requirements. I ethically invited the three groups: parents of currently enrolled children,
parents who within the past year removed their child(ren) from the school, and parents who
explored the school in the past year but did not enroll their child(ren). There was no expectation
or pressure to participate, nor was any incentive provided. Parents were simply invited to
participate by email. I obtained site permission to conduct the study from the President of Long
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Academy. I fully informed participants about the study through the use of a detailed informed
consent form. Finally, I did not collect any data until ACU’s IRB office fully approved the
study.
Assumptions
This study is based on several assumptions related to the problem and the chosen
population. The first assumption is that some of the core issues related to enrollment decline in
Christian schools are common among schools. To support this assumption, the study was
designed to address reasons for the decline that was evident as significant trend in the literature.
The second assumption is that the participants of the sample responded to the survey with
honesty. To help ensure honesty, careful attention was given to the design of the survey to
ensure anonymity. Also, no incentive was given to respond to the questions with any certain
preconceived motive. The third assumption was that the discovery of contributing factors to the
enrollment decline would lead to the discovery of solutions. The fourth assumption was that
parents are aware of the reasons behind their choice to enroll or withdraw their child from a
Christian school. To help ensure better reflection of the reasons behind enrollment decisions, the
study was designed in a way that allowed participants to reflect and return to previous questions
dealing with the selection of the reasons for attending the school.
Limitations
This study is limited by the fact that it is a quantitative study conducted in one school
community. The research data depend on the accuracy with which respondents completed the
survey. Also, the study was conducted at one point in time and is not longitudinal in nature.
Careful attention was given to explore and control internal and external factors with the goal of
establishing validity, reliability, and trustworthiness so that data could be used to make
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enrollment-related decisions at Long Academy and in contexts beyond the scope of this one
school.
Delimitations
This research was conducted in one school community, allowing for greater control
within the study and eliminating potential confusion arising from different school size, regional
implications, historical factors, programmatic differences, and other factors that would be present
if multiple schools were studied. The research focused on the factors that influence parent
satisfaction with a Christian school. The research did not, however, focus on the external factors
that may impact enrollment in independent schools.
Summary
The purpose of this research was to explore the factors associated with the declining
enrollment trend in one Christian school. According to the literature, the factors of enrollment
decline nationally in Christian schools include economic challenges, declining religiosity,
increased competition from charter, online and home schools, maturing of the business cycle,
rising cost of independent school tuition, poor marketing, and generational changes in parent
values related to schooling (Bates & Santerre, 2013; Butler et al., 2013; Chakrabarti & Roy,
2016; Cohen-Zada, 2006; Cohen-Zada & Justman, 2005; Cohen-Zada & Sander, 2008; Ewert,
2013; Gray, 2009; Ladner, 2007; Marcus, 2015; National Center for Education Statistics, 2012;
National Center for Education Statistics, 2015; National Center for Education Statistics, 2016;
Preston et al., 2012; Sander, 2015; Sparks, 2011; Voas & Chaves, 2016).
Some of these factors are external to schools, making it challenging to know how to
respond. Other factors, like parental attitudes toward religiosity, rising tuition, and increased
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school options are internal, and if understood, provide opportunity for schools to respond. This
study is designed to explore those factors.
The methodology of this study was designed to examine the factors that impact parents’
decision to enroll their child in a Christian school. The study examined the impact of several
independent variables including religiosity, top reasons for selecting the school, duration with the
school, age of the oldest child, gender, ethnicity, and other factors. The dependent variable was
parent satisfaction with the school. In addition, the study examined the alignment of parents’
reasons for selecting a school and faculty perceptions of the top reasons parents select the school.
Understanding the level of alignment or misalignment between parents and faculty may be
helpful in determining brand congruency.
The study included three groups: parents with at least one student enrolled in the school,
parents who had withdrawn a student in the past year, and parents who had explored enrollment
but did not select to place their child(ren) at Long Academy. All three groups represent an
important perspective related to enrollment decisions. The underlying questions this study aimed
to explore are important to Long Academy as well as to all Christian schools.
What factors are associated with high levels of parental satisfaction? How likely are
current families to continue with the school in subsequent years? Does the school provide a
compelling value proposition? Are current parents satisfied with the school to a level that they
will actively recommend the school to friends, co-workers, and other members of the
community? This study aimed to provide an understanding of these and other questions in a way
that could help school leaders create strategies that could lead to a more sustainable future
through enrollment management.
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Chapter 4: Results
This chapter reports the findings of each research question, reporting not only the
statistical results, but also offering brief interpretations, tables, and figures as appropriate. The
previous chapter defined the independent and dependent measures for this study along with their
reliabilities from this study. Each research question is presented in this chapter with multiple
approaches to answering the question.
Results Based on Research Questions
Q1. What criteria (and their relative evaluation) do parents use in choosing to enroll
their child(ren) in a K-12 Christian school? This research question is fundamentally centered
on one of the driving influences motivating this study. The research question asks for a
discovery of drivers, influences, and factors that appear to significantly relate to parental
enrollment choice. The results include the scale reliabilities and then focus on the question by a
rank order comparison among the three samples, an overall scale comparison among the items
across the three samples, and an item-by-item comparison across the three samples.
The items regarding both parental choice of enrollment and satisfaction with enrollment
comprise potentially two scales developed based on the relevant findings of the literature review.
Both scales consist of the same 17 items: (1) academic excellence; (2) tuition as a good value;
(3) athletics; (4) character development; (5) dedicated, high-quality teachers; (6) engaging school
community; (7) ethnically diverse; (8) geographic location; (9) leadership of the school; (10)
mission/community service opportunities; (11) performing arts; (12) positive peer influence; (13)
preparation for college; (14) safe school environment; (15) spiritual formation and faith
development; (16) teacher expertise in subject area; (17) technology integrated into the learning
environment. The first scale is called the “enrollment decision scale” and measures the
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importance of each item in selecting the school. Before this analysis, I needed to know if these
items would comprise a composite measure of decision enrollment among the 17 decision items.
To examine potential scales, all 17 decision and satisfaction items were submitted to Cronbach’s
alpha for internal scale reliability. The resulting alpha of .82 provided evidence for a 17-item
scale for enrollment decision.
The second scale, which is called the “enrollment satisfaction scale,” made use of the
same 17 items except that respondents evaluated satisfaction with these items. Furthermore,
internal reliability of the 17 items, related to satisfaction based on Cronbach’s alpha, resulted
similarly in a high internal reliability (a = .90), providing evidence for a 17-item scale for
enrollment satisfaction.
The first approach to the question involved comparing the ranking of means of 17 items
related to enrollment decision making. The results indicated a way of determining most to least
important factors regarding each of the 17 items. As indicated in Table 1, these 17 enrollment
decision items were not only listed by rank order, but they were also ranked within each of the
three survey groups. That is, the rank of decision items was compared between parents of
current enrollees at Long Academy, parents of students who left Long Academy, and parents
who considered Long Academy but did not attend.
Firstly, the analysis revealed that for the current Long Academy enrollees, the top five
enrollment decision items were (1) dedicated, high-quality teachers (M = 4.80), (2) safe school
environment (M = 4.73), (3) preparation for college (M = 4.73), (4) character development (M =
4.68), and (5) academic excellence (M = 4.66). The lowest five items for this first group were
(1) performing arts (M = 3.04), (2) athletics (M = 3.15), (3) diversity (M = 3.39), (4) geographic
location (M = 3.42), and (5) mission/community service opportunities (M = 3.71).
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Secondly, the analysis for the sample of parents who previously had a child enrolled in
the school but withdrew their child within the previous two years revealed that parents’ top five
enrollment decision items were (1) dedicated, high-quality teachers (M = 4.70), (2) academic
excellence (M = 4.60), (3) safe school environment (M = 4.60), (4) preparation for college (M =
4.51), and (5) teacher expertise in subject areas (M = 4.46). The lowest five items for this group
were (1) athletics (M = 2.78), (2) performing arts (M = 2.98), (3) diversity (M = 3.38), (4)
mission/community service opportunities (M = 3.45), and (5) geographic location (M = 3.49).
Third, the sample of explored admission with parents that did not enroll revealed that
parents’ top five enrollment decision items were (1) safe school environment (M = 4.83), (2)
dedicated, high-quality teachers (M = 4.75), (3) academic excellence (M = 4.63), (4) character
development (M = 4.60), and (5) preparation for college (M = 4.55). This group’s lowest five
items were (1) athletics (M = 2.95), (2) performing arts (M = 3.10), (3) teacher expertise in
subject area (M = 4.50), (4) geographic location (M = 3.56), and (5) mission/community service
opportunities (M = 3.68).
I wanted to examine the commonalities for enrollment decisions for the three samples.
Using a cut-point of 75th percentile or above, the analysis revealed that all three samples ranked
12 of the 17 enrollment decision items as extremely important or very important to their decision
of selecting their current school. Those common enrollment decision items were (1) dedicated,
high-quality teachers, (2) safe school environment, (3) preparation for college, (4) character
development, (5) academic excellence, (6) teacher expertise in subject area, (7) positive peer
influence, (8) spiritual formation and faith development, (9) leadership of the school, (10) tuition
is a good value, (11) technology integrated into the learning environment, and (12) engaging
school community.
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Table 1
Ranking Factors of Enrollment for a K-12 Christian School
Decision Items

Group 1
M
(n = 569)

Group 2
M
(n = 47)

Group 3
M
(n = 40)

Dedicated, high-quality teachers
Safe school environment
Preparation for College
Character development
Academic excellence
Teacher expertise in subject area
Positive peer influence
Spiritual formation and faith development
Leadership of the school
Tuition is a good value
Technology integrated into
learning environment
Engaging school community
Mission/community service opportunities
Geographic location
Ethnically diverse
Athletics
Performing arts

4.80 (1)
4.73 (2)
4.73 (3)
4.68 (4)
4.66 (5)
4.59 (6)
4.46 (7)
4.36 (8)
4.30 (9)
4.17 (10)
4.08 (11)

4.70 (1)
4.60 (2)
4.51 (4)
4.26 (7)
4.59 (3)
4.46 (5)
4.45 (6)
3.74 (12)
4.17 (8)
4.02 (9)
3.87 (10)

4.60 (3)
4.83 (1)
4.55 (5)
4.60 (4)
4.63 (2)
4.50 (6)
4.43 (7)
4.20 (9)
4.30 (8)
4.15 (10)
3.85 (12)

4.08 (12)
3.71 (13)
3.42 (14)
3.39 (15)
3.15 (16)
3.04 (17)

3.81 (11)
3.45 (14)
3.49 (13)
3.38 (15)
2.78 (17)
2.98 (16)

4.15 (11)
3.68 (14)
3.58 (15)
3.73 (13)
2.95 (17)
3.10 (16)

Note. Factors in boldface were ranked in the 75th percentile or above as extremely important or
very important. M = rank. Group 1 = parents with a child currently enrolled at Long Academy.
Group 2 = parents who withdrew a child from Long Academy in the previous two years. Group 3
= parents who explored admissions to Long Academy within the previous two years but did not
choose to enroll their child.
A second way of answering Q1 was to conduct a one-way ANOVA comparing the
overall scales of decision and satisfaction across the three samples. As shown in Table 2, the
significant F test revealed significant differences in the enrollment decision scale (f = 3.79, do =
2, p = .023) between the three samples. The mean decision scale score for enrolled parents was
70.39; the mean decision scale score for the group of parents who had withdrawn their children
was 67.17, and the mean decision scale score for the group of parents who had explored
admissions but had not enrolled was 69.95. As indicated Table 3, the significant F test also
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revealed significant differences among the three samples for the enrollment satisfaction scale (f =
5.21, df = 2, p = .006). The mean enrollment satisfaction scale score for enrolled parents was
69.75; for the group of parents that had withdrawn their child, the mean enrollment satisfaction
scale score was 65.75. The mean enrollment satisfaction scale score for the group of parents
who had explored admissions but had not enrolled was 66.08.
Table 2
One-Way ANOVA for the Enrollment Decision Scale Across the Three Sample Groups
Group
Total
Current parents
Withdrawn
Explored admissions

n

M

f

df

p

637
552
45
40

70.13
70.39
67.16
69.95

3.79

2

.023

Table 3
One-Way ANOVA for Enrollment Satisfaction Across the Three Sample Groups
Group

n

M

f

df

p

Total
Current parents
Withdrawn
Explored admissions

656
569
47
40

69.24
69.75
65.75
66.08

5.21

2

.006

In order to explore the potential influence of individual scale items, a third direction to
answer this research question explored comparing any statistically significant differences among
the 17 decision items and among the 17 satisfaction items across the three samples. The results
indicated a significant difference for three of the 17 items using ANOVA and post-hoc
comparisons for patterns of those differences. As indicated in Table 4, the enrollment decision
items for which there was a significant difference between the three groups were (1) character
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development (f = 11.32, df = 2, p = .001), (2) preparation for college (f = 4.17, df = 2, p = .016),
and (3) spiritual formation and faith development (f = 9.68, df = 2, p = .001). For the enrollment
decision item preparation for college, the group with the significantly different mean score was
Group 2: parents who withdrew a child within the past two years (M = 4.26), which was
compared to Group 1, enrolled parents (M = 4.68), and Group 3, explored admissions (M =
4.60). For the enrollment decision item character development, the group with the significantly
different mean score was Group 1, enrolled parents (M = 4.73), which was compared to Group 2,
parents who withdrew a child (M = 4.51), and Group 3, parents who explored admissions (M =
4.55). Finally, for the enrollment decision item spiritual formation and faith development, the
group with a significantly different mean score was Group 2: parents who withdrew a child
within the past two years (M = 3.74), which was compared to Group 1, enrolled parents (M =
4.36), and Group 3, explored admissions (M = 4.20). The non-significant differences among the
three samples were (1) academic excellence; (2) tuition is a good value; (3) athletics; (4)
dedicated, high-quality teachers; (5) engaging school community; (6) ethnically diverse; (7)
geographic location; (8) leadership of the school; (9) mission/community service opportunities;
(10) performing arts; (11) positive peer influence; (12) safe school environment; (13) teacher
expertise in subject area; and (14) technology integrated into the learning environment.
Table 4
Statistically Significant Post-Hoc Comparisons Among the Three Samples Across the 17
Enrollment Decision Items
Decision factors

Group

Character development

Total
Group 1
Group 2
Group 3

f

df

M

11.32

2

4.64
4.68
4.26
4.60

p
.0001
a
b
a
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Preparation for college

Spiritual formation and
faith development

Total
Group 1
Group 2
Group 3

4.17

Total
Group 1
Group 2
Group 3

9.68

2

2

4.70
4.73
4.51
4.55

.016
a
b
b

4.31
4.36
3.74
4.20

a
b
a

.0001

Note. Different subscripts are significantly different as indicated by the post hoc LSD method.
Group 1 = parents with a child currently enrolled at Long Academy. Group 2 = parents who
withdrew a child from Long Academy in the previous two years. Group 3 = parents who
explored admissions at Long Academy in the previous two years but did not choose to enroll
their child.
The various analyses illustrated in Table 4 reinforce the validity of each of the 17
individual enrollment decision items as well as the enrollment decision scale. More importantly,
there was a significant difference between the three sample groups in the enrollment decision
scale; furthermore, the decision scale is reliable. These findings provide insight into the criteria,
and the evaluation of the criteria parents use in their decisions related to enrollment in a K-12
Christian school. The first research question appears to be answered by these findings.
Q2. What is the significant relationship between parent satisfaction and enrollment?
The comparisons in Q1 revealed the potential enrollment decision priorities compared internally
and across all three samples. To begin exploring Q2, I explored the ranking of the means for the
17 satisfaction items to determine the relative level of satisfaction between the items for the
sample of enrolled parents and the sample of parents who had withdrawn their child. The sample
of parents who had only explored admissions was not included in the exploration of satisfaction
as they had no experience in rating the school. As indicated in Table 5, the results revealed that
for the current enrollees, the top five enrollment satisfaction items were (1) safe school
environment (M = 4.40), (2) technology integrated into the learning environment (M = 4.33), (3)
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spiritual formation and faith development (M = 4.24), (4) character development (M = 4.16), and
(5) mission/community service opportunities (M = 4.14). The lowest five satisfaction items were
(1) tuition is a good value (M = 3.62), (2) positive peer influence (M = 3.76), (3) athletics (M =
3.84), (4) performing arts (M = 3.86), and (5) teacher expertise in subject area (M = 3.97).
For the second group, parents who in the last two years withdrew their child from Long
Academy, the top five enrollment satisfaction items at the time of their withdrawal were (1)
technology integrated into the learning environment (M = 4.17), (2) safe school environment (M
= 4.15), (3) performing arts (M = 4.04), (4) mission/community service opportunities (M = 3.94),
and (5) spiritual formation and faith development (M = 3.87). The lowest five enrollment
satisfaction items for this group at the time of their withdrawal were (1) positive peer influence
(M = 3.19), (2) tuition is a good value (M = 3.28), (3) geographic location (M = 3.55), (4)
athletics (M = 3.57), and (5) leadership of the school (M = 3.57).
In addition to comparing the satisfaction items for rank order, I wanted to examine the
commonalities in relation to enrollment satisfaction for the two samples. Using a cut-point of the
75th percentile or above, the analysis revealed that the two samples reported being satisfied with
9 of the 17 enrollment satisfaction items. Those common items with which parents were
“extremely satisfied” were (1) safe school environment, (2) technology integrated into the
learning environment, (3) spiritual formation and faith development, (4) character development,
(5) mission/community service opportunities, (6) academic excellence, (7) preparation for
college, (8) engaging school community, and (9) ethnically diverse.
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Table 5
Rankings of Factors of Enrollment Satisfaction
Group 1
Satisfaction items
Safe school environment
Technology integrated into
the learning environment
Spiritual formation
and faith development
Character development
Mission/community service
Academic excellence
Leadership of the school
Preparation for college
Dedicated, high-quality teachers
Engaging school community
Geographic location
Ethnically diverse
Teacher expertise in subject area
Performing arts
Athletics
Positive peer influence
Tuition is a good value

M

Group 2
M

4.40 (1)
4.33 (2)

4.15 (2)
4.17 (1)

4.25 (3)

3.87 (5)

4.16 (4)
4.14 (5)
4.12 (6)
4.08 (7)
4.03 (8)
4.02 (9)
4.01 (10)
3.99 (11)
3.98 (12)
3.97 (13)
3.86 (14)
3.84 (15)
3.76 (16)
3.62 (17)

3.74 (11)
3.94 (4)
3.81 (8)
3.57 (13)
3.81 (9)
3.79 (10)
3.87 (6)
3.55 (15)
3.87 (7)
3.68 (12)
4.04 (3)
3.57 (14)
3.19 (17)
3.28 (16)

Note. Factors in boldface were ranked in the 75th percentile or above as extremely important or
very important. Group 1 = parents with a child currently enrolled in Long Academy (n = 569).
Group 2 = parents who withdrew a child from Long Academy within the previous two years (n =
47).
As indicated in Table 6, to determine if the satisfaction indicators contributed to decision
enrollment, I examined a series of correlations of three different satisfaction measures with the
decision enrollment scale. One was the enrollment satisfaction scale (composed of the 17 items
noted in Table 5) with the enrollment decision scale. The significant correlation (r = .34, p =
.001) indicated a significant positive relationship between satisfaction and decision enrollment
for enrolled parents.
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Table 6
Correlation for Enrollment Decision Scale and Enrollment Satisfaction Scale With the Single
Items Satisfaction Level and Likely to Recommend.
Group

Enrollment
decision scale

Likely to
recommenda

Enrolled parents
Enrollment satisfaction scale

r
p

.34
.001

.54
.011

Satisfaction level

r
p

.23
.001

.81
.001

Enrollment satisfaction scale

r
p

.37
.013

−
−

Satisfaction level

r
p

.35
.018

−
−

Withdrawn parents

Note. The enrollment decision scale and the enrollment satisfaction scale are 17-item scales that
were defined in Chapter 4. The satisfaction level is a single-item factor measuring parent
satisfaction with the school.
aThe sample of parents who had withdrawn their child in the previous two years did not receive
the “likely to recommend” question.
I also analyzed a single satisfaction item, “satisfaction level,” with enrollment decision.
The results (r = .23, p = .001) revealed a positive relationship between satisfaction and
enrollment decision making for enrolled parents. Another single-item satisfaction measure,
“likely to recommend,” also revealed a significantly positive relationship to enrollment decision
(r = .24, p = .001) for enrolled parents. In addition, likelihood of recommendation correlated
with satisfaction level (r = .81, p = .001) and the satisfaction scale (r = .54, p = .011).
For the sample of parents who had left the school within the past two years, the
significant correlation (r = .37, p = .013) indicated a significant positive relationship between
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satisfaction and decision enrollment. Likewise, the results (r = .35, p = .018) also revealed a
positive relationship between satisfaction and enrollment decision-making for parents who had
withdrawn their child.
To further explore Q2, I examined significant mean differences among the 17 enrollment
satisfaction items (see Table 7). The results showed that 12 of the 17 items had a significant
difference between the two samples that responded to the satisfaction questions. Group 3,
parents who explored admissions but did not enroll, is not included in the satisfaction scale
because parents in this group did not have a child enrolled in the school and therefore could not
respond to the satisfaction scale questions.
To explore Q2 more fully, I examined the data to determine if the satisfaction indicators
had a significant statistical relationship that impacted enrollment decisions. Thus, I conducted ttests across the two relevant sample groups for all 17 enrollment satisfaction items. The results,
which are shown in Table 8, indicate significant differences for 10 of the enrollment satisfaction
items. The currently enrolled sample of parents were more satisfied than the sample of parents
who left the school: (1) academic excellence (4.12 vs. 3.81, t = 2.32, df = 613, p = .021), (2)
tuition is a good value (3.62 vs. 3.28, t = 2.81, df = 613, p = .011), (3) athletics (3.84 vs. 3.57, t
= 2.11, df = 613, p = .035), (4) character development (4.16 vs. 3.74, t = 3.23, df = 609, p =
.001), (5) geographic location (3.99 vs. 3.55, t = 3.56, df = 612, p = .001), (6) leadership of the
school (4.08 vs. 3.57, t = 3.55, df = 612, p = .001), (7) positive peer influence (3.76 vs. 3.19, t =
3.76, df = 611, p = .001), (8) safe school environment (4.40 vs. 4.15, t = 2.12, df = 611, p = .034),
(9) spiritual formation and faith development (4.25 vs. 3. 87, t = 2.80, df = 611, p = .005), and
(10) teacher expertise in subject area (3.97 vs. 3.68, t = 2.03, df = 611. p = .043).
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Table 7
Differences Between 17 Enrollment Satisfaction Items
Satisfaction items

Academic excellence
Tuition is a good value
Athletics
Character development
Geographic location
Leadership of the school
Positive peer influence
Safe school environment
Spiritual formation
and faith development
Teacher expertise
Mission/community service
opportunities
Preparation for college
Dedicated, high-quality teachers
Engaging school community
Technology integrated into
the learning environment
Ethnically diverse
Performing arts

Group 1

Group 2

t

df

p

M

M

4.12
3.62
3.84
4.16
3.99
4.08
3.76
4.40
4.25

3.81
3.28
3.57
3.74
3.55
3.57
3.19
4.15
3.87

2.32
2.56
2.11
3.23
3.56
3.55
3.76
2.12
2.80

613
613
613
609
612
612
611
611
611

.021
.011
.035
.001
.001
.001
.001
.034
.005

3.97
4.14

3.68
3.94

2.03
1.70

611
613

.043
.090

4.03
4.02
4.01
4.33

3.81
3.79
3.87
4.17

1.73
1.57
1.13
1.34

609
612
613
613

.083
.118
.261
.180

3.98
3.86

3.87
4.04

0.82
611
-1.52 613

.414
.128

Note. Group 1 = parents with a child currently enrolled at Long Academy (n = 569). Group 2 =
parents who withdrew a child from Long Academy within the previous two years (n = 47).
To further answer the second research question, I conducted a series of one-way
ANOVAs across the two relevant sample groups for the two satisfaction measures. The
significant F tests revealed significant differences among the samples for the enrollment
satisfaction scale (f = 5.21, df = 2, p = .006). The mean enrollment satisfaction scale score for
the sample of enrolled parents was 69.75 while the sample of parents who had withdrawn their
child had a mean satisfaction scale score of 65.74. Similarly, for the single-item satisfaction
measure, the means were significantly different (f = 57.92, df = 1, p = .001). The mean
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satisfaction score for the sample of enrolled parents was 7.76 compared to 5.49 for the sample of
parents who had withdrawn their child from the school.
Table 8
Differences Between Satisfaction Measures
Satisfaction measure

Group

n

M

Current
Withdrawn

569
47

69.75
65.75

Enrollment satisfaction scale

Satisfaction level
Current
Withdrawn

567
47

f

df

p

5.24

2

.006

57.92 1

.001

7.76
5.49

Thus, these various analyses point in the same direction: satisfaction contributes to
enrollment decisions. That is, the correlations plus the t-test differences confirm this finding.
The second research question appears to be answered by these discoveries.
Q3. What is the significant relationship between parent religiosity and enrollment?
Following an investigation of enrollment criteria for research question one and the subsequent
examination of satisfaction factors for research question two, I wanted to explore the relationship
between parents’ religiosity and their enrollment decisions. Religiosity was measured by church
attendance, which, as explained in chapter two, is an efficacious measure of this concept.
To investigate the relationship between religiosity and enrollment, I conducted a one-way
ANOVA for each of the sample groups for church attendance. The analysis only allowed
comparing the sample of currently enrolled parents with the sample who explored admissions but
chose not to enroll since the sample of parents who had withdrawn their child from the school
inadvertently did not receive this question in their survey. The ANOVAs compared church
attendance (coded 1 = less than once a month, 2 = once a month, 3 = 2-3 times a month, 4 =
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weekly, and 5 = more than once a week) with the enrollment decision scale and with the
enrollment satisfaction scale. As illustrated in Table 9, the overall enrollment decision scale
revealed significant differences (f = 2.47, df = 4, p = .04), but no significance was found
regarding the enrollment satisfaction scale (ns).
Table 9
One-Way ANOVA of Enrolled Parent Sample for Church Attendance by Enrollment Decision
Scale
Church
attendance

M

Enrollment decision scale
1
2
3
4
5

f

df

p

2.47

4

.044

67.95
71.18
71.47
70.77
69.69

Note. Coding for church attendance: 1 = less than once a month, 2 = once a month, 3 = 2-3 times
a month, 4 = weekly, and 5 = more than once a week.
To analyze which decision enrollment items were likely meaningful in making up the
overall ANOVA, a series of ANOVAs for each of the 17 decision enrollment items was
conducted. As indicated in Table 10, of the 17, six decision items were significant: (1) academic
excellence (f = 3.05, df = 4, p = .017), (2) preparation for college (f = 4.48, df = 4, p = .001), (3)
safe school environment (f = 4.15, df = 4, p = .003), (4) spiritual formation and faith
development (f = 17.54, df = 4, p = .001), (5) teacher expertise in subject area (f = 3.15, df = 4, p
= .014), and (6) technology integrated into the learning environment (f = 6.39, df = 4, p = .001).
The other 11 decision enrollment variables were not significant. As the means and post-hoc
comparison revealed, the low religious attenders indicated lower importance in their perceptions
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of enrollment decision variables. Surprisingly, as indicated in Table 10, the high religious
attenders also rated the decision variables as less important.
Table 10
One-Way ANOVA of Enrolled Parent Sample for Church Attendance by Significant Enrollment
Decision Variables
Enrollment decision items

Church
attendance

M

Academic excellence

Spiritual formation
and faith development

Teacher expertise
in subject area

1
2
3
4
5

4.59 a,c
4.78 a
4.76 a
4.70 a
4.53 b,c

1
2
3
4
5

3.57 a
4.10 b
4.27 b,d
4.50 b,c
4.60 b,c

1
2
3
4
5

4.43 a
4.70 b
4.63 b,c
4.66 b
4.47 a,c

f

df

p

3.05

4

.017

17.52 4

.001

3.14

4

.014

4.45

4

4

.003

Preparation for college
1
2
3
4
5

4.79 a
4.83 a
4.86 a
4.74 a
4.56 b

Safe school environment

4.15
1
2
3

4.79 a
4.78 a
4.78 a

.001
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Technology integrated into
the learning environment

4
5

4.79 a
4.57 b

1
2
3
4
5

4.30 a,c
4.50 a,c
4.25 a,c,e
4.05 a,d,e
3.79 b

6.39

4

.017

Note. Common subscripts are not significantly different. Coding for church attendance: 1 = less
than once a month, 2 = once a month, 3 = 2-3 times a month, 4 = weekly, and 5 = more than once
a week.
Thus, the multiple analyses point to a significant relationship between parent religiosity
and enrollment decision. However, there were no significant differences between varying levels
of parent religiosity and enrollment satisfaction. For the enrollment decision factors, there were
significant differences within parent religiosity for eight of the enrollment decision factors. The
third research question appears to be answered by these findings.
Q4. What is the significant relationship between perceived economic value and
enrollment? In addition to examining the impact of religiosity on enrollment, I wanted to
investigate the significance of relationship between parent perceptions of tuition value (indicated
by the term economic value in the original research question) and enrollment decisions. The
analysis of this question involved a series of correlations of overall satisfaction, the enrollment
satisfaction scale, and the enrollment decision scale with the “tuition is a good value” decision
variable and “tuition is a good value” satisfaction variable.
Significant differences for the satisfaction factor “tuition is a good value” occurred.
Specifically, as indicated in Table 11, the mean for current parents for this satisfaction variable
was 3.62 while the mean score for the parents who left the school was 3.28 (t = 2.56, df = 613, p
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= .01). There was no significant difference for the enrollment decision item of tuition; there was
a difference only in variable of enrollment satisfaction for tuition.
Table 11
Tuition Value Comparison for the Sample of Enrolled Parents and the Sample of Parents who
Left the School.
Group

M

Tuition is a good value

t
2.56

Enrolled
Withdrawn

df
613

p
.011

3.62
3.28

Thus, this analysis points to a significant relationship between perceived economic value
in the form of satisfaction with the tuition value and enrollment decision. Parents who decided
to keep their students enrolled were significantly more pleased with the economic value than
parents who decided to remove their children from the school. The fourth question appears to be
answered by these findings.
Q5. What is the significant relationship between parent perceptions of optional
school choice and enrollment? To further investigate factors of enrollment, I wanted to explore
the relationship between enrollment and parent perceptions related to the different types of
schools available. The types of schools offered for exploration were Long Academy, local
public schools, other local private schools, local charter schools, online schools, and
homeschool. To investigate parent perceptions related to these schools, respondents were asked
to rank six different factors related to school quality: (1) academic excellence, (2) co-curricular
programs, (3) dedicated and high-quality teachers, (4) engaging school community, (5)
preparation for college, and (6) spiritual formation.
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I investigated perceptions of school type in two ways. First, I examined the top ranking
by each of the three survey groups for the six factors (see Table 12). This exploration revealed
that Long Academy is the top choice in relation to all six categories by parents currently
enrolled. Also, Long Academy was the top choice for each of the categories for parents who left
the school and the top choice by parents who explored the school for three categories: cocurricular programs (47%), dedicated, high-quality teachers (42.5%), and spiritual formation and
faith development (45%). For the categories for which Long Academy did not rank first with
parents who explored admissions, the parents gave a high ranking to other private schools for
academic excellence (46.5%), engaging community (42%), and preparation for college (37.5%).
As shown in Table 13, the results indicate that there were significant differences among
five categories within public schools: academic excellence (f = 9.52, df = 2, p = .001), cocurricular programs (f = 10.41, df = 2, p = .001), dedicated and high-quality teachers (f = 14.05,
df = 2, p = .001), engaging school community (f = 5.63, df = 2, p = .004), and preparation for
college (f = 11.07, df = 2, p = .001). For other private schools, the only category that showed a
significant difference was engaging school community (f = 6.37, df = 2, p = .002). For charter
schools, the analysis demonstrated significant differences for academic excellence (f = 6.4, df =
2, p = .002), and co-curricular programs (f = 11.41, df = 2, p = .001). Three categories were
found to have a significant difference for homeschooling: academic excellence (f = 4.002, df = 2,
p = .02), co-curricular programs (f = 3.82, df = 2, p = .024), and spiritual formation and faith
development (f = 3.15, df = 2, p = .045). Finally, the results demonstrated significant differences
for online schools for co-curricular programs (f = 4.99, df = 2, p = .008) and dedicated, highquality teachers (f = 5.47, df = 2, p = .005).
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Table 12
Top Ranking by School Type

Top rank by
percent

Academic
excellence

Cocurricular

Dedicated
teachers

Engaging
community

College
prep

Spiritual
formation

Long
Academy

Enrolled
Left LA
Explored

55.2
31.9
26

70.5
46.8
47.5

60.1
42.6
42.5

70.3
48.9
30

52.7
40.4
32.5

78.9
57.4
45

Other
private

Enrolled
Left LA
Explored

30.9
29.8
46.5

12.1
10.6
27.5

23.6
19.1
32.5

10
14.9
42.5

25.5
14.9
37.5

6.5
10.6
27.5

Local public Enrolled
Left LA
Explored

5.6
23.4
7.5

8.4
19.1
2.5

4.9
19.1
2.5

7
14.9
2.5

6.9
21.3
2.5

0.4
0
0

Charter

Enrolled
Left LA
Explored

1.6
2.1
2.5

0.2
2.1
2.5

0.9
2.1
2.5

0.5
4.3
2.5

1.6
2.1
22.5

0
0
0

Homeschool Enrolled
Left LA
Explored

1.4
4.3
7.5

0.2
2.1
2.5

1.2
4.3
7.5

1.1
2.1
2.5

0.9
2.1
2.5

6.7
14.9
12.5

Online
school

1.4
2.1
5

0.9
4.3
2.5

0.2
2.1
2.5

0.4
2.1
2.5

0.4
0.4
2.5

0.5
0.5
0

Enrolled
Left LA
Explored
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Table 13
Differences Between School Type Rankings Across Five Factors
Enrollment decision items

School type

f

df

p

Academic excellence
Long Academy 8.22
Other private
Local public
Charter
Homeschool
Online

2
9.52
0.4
6.4
4
2.56

.001
1
1
2
2
2

.001
.527
.002
.02
.08

Long Academy 10.47
Other private
Local public
Charter
Homeschool
Online

2
10.41
.651
11.41
3.8
4.99

.001
2
2
2
2
2

.001
.522
.001
.024
.008

Long Academy 4.19
Other private
Local public
Charter
Homeschool
Online

2
14.05
1.34
.83
1.77
5.47

.016
2
2
2
2
2

.001
.263
.439
.174
.005

Long Academy 6.96
Other private
Local public
Charter
Homeschool
Online

2
5.63
6.37
.31
.27
1.76

.001
2
2
2
2
2

.004
.002
.732
.766
.177

Long Academy 3.23
Other private
Local public
Charter
Homeschool

2
11.07
2.7
1.37
.25

.04
2
2
2
2

.001
.068
.258
.781

Long Academy 7.62
Other private
Local public
Charter
Homeschool
Online

2
1.7
1.86
1.64
3.15
2.51

.001
2
2
2
2
2

.186
.158
.202
.045
.086

Co-curricular programs

Dedicated, high-quality teachers

Engaging community

College preparation

Spiritual formation
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Thus, the multiple analyses provide insight into the relationship between parent
perceptions of optional school choice and enrollment. Specifically, for all three parent samples,
Long Academy ranks at the top or toward the top across multiple categories in relation to other
school choice types. In addition, there is a significant difference between the three samples in
terms of ranking school types by these same categories. Thus, experience with a certain school
type seems to not only inform perception but also enrollment decisions. The fifth research
question appears to be answered by these findings.
Q6. Based on the results from Q1, what additional variables are significantly
associated with enrollment? This research question related to the potential effect of various
demographic variables, which is related to the original research question. Variables that the
survey revealed to be adequate to utilize were ethnicity, combined family income, commute
time, and gender. Thus, each of these became an independent variable in a one-way ANOVA
with dependent variables of the enrollment decision scale, the enrollment satisfaction scale, and
the single-item overall satisfaction scale.
As illustrated in Table 14, for combined family income, the results revealed no
significant difference for the enrollment decision scale. However, for the same group, the results
revealed significant differences with the enrollment satisfaction scale (f = 4.47, df = 6, p = .001)
and the single-item satisfaction measure (f = 2.72, df = 6, p = .013). For the other two samples,
no significant difference was found for the enrollment decision scale, the single-item satisfaction
measure, or the enrollment satisfaction scale (ns).
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Table 14
Family Income and Differences With Enrollment Decisions and Enrollment Satisfaction
Group

f

df

p

Enrollment decision scale

Enrolled
Withdrawn
Explored

1.5
1.17
1.4

6
6
6

.177
.345
.245

Enrollment satisfaction scale

Enrolled
Withdrawn
aExplored

2.72
0.73
—

6
6
—

.013
.628
—

Enrollment satisfaction measure

Enrolled
Withdrawn
aExplored

4.47
0.74
—

6
6
—

.001
.624
—

Note. Codes were as follows: 1 = less than $75,000, 2 = $75,000-$125,000, 3 = $125,000$175,000, 4 = $175,00-$250,000, 5 = $250,000-$400,000, 6 = above $400,000, and 7 = do not
prefer to answer this question.
aFor the group that only explored admissions, it was not possible to measure satisfaction with the
school.
For the areas in which a significant difference was measured, an interesting trend was
noted. As illustrated in Table 15, the mean scores for the enrollment satisfaction scale tilted
higher toward the lower end of the income scale: less than $75,000 (M = 74.68), $75,000$125,000 (M = 71.93), $125,000-$175,000 (M = 72.13), $175,00-$250,000 (M = 71.21),
$250,000-$400,000 (M = 69.76) and above $400,000 (67.02). The same was true for the mean
scores for the single-item satisfaction measure: less than $75,000 (M = 8.32), $75,000-$125,000
(M = 8.25), $125,000-$175,000 (M = 8.08), $175,000-$250,000 (M = 8.01), $250,000-$400,000
(M = 7.66) and above $400,000 (M = 7.41).
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Table 15
Family Income and Enrollment Satisfaction
Family income

n

M

Enrollment satisfaction scale

1: Less than $75,000
2: $75,000-$125,000
3: $125,000-$175,000
4: $175,000-$250,000
5: $250,000-$400,000
6: Above $400,000
7: Prefer not to answer

22
60
61
87
91
99
141

74.68
71.93
72.13
71.21
69.76
67.02
67.95

Enrollment satisfaction measure

1: Less than $75,000
2: $75,000-$125,000
3: $125,000-$175,000
4: $175,000-$250,000
5: $250,000-$400,000
6: Above $400,000
7: Prefer not to answer

22
60
61
87
91
99
140

8.32
8.25
8.08
8.01
7.66
7.41
7.48

Note. These numbers are for the group of parents currently enrolled because no significant
differences terms of income and satisfaction were found for the other two groups.
As illustrated in Table 16, for ethnicity, there were significant differences for the sample
of current parents with the enrollment decision scale (f = 10.96, df = 6, p = .001), the enrollment
satisfaction single-item (f = 5.37, df = 6, p = .001), and enrollment satisfaction scale (f = 5.66, df
= 6, p = .001). For the sample who left the school, no significant differences were found for the
decision or satisfaction measures. The sample of families who only considered enrolling
demonstrated a significant difference for the enrollment decision scale (f = 5.782, df = 6, p =
.001), but no significance was found regarding the enrollment satisfaction scale (ns).
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Table 16
Ethnicity and Differences With Enrollment Decisions and Enrollment Satisfaction
Group

f

df

p

Enrollment decision scale

Enrolled
Withdrawn
Explored

10.96
0.85
5.78

6
6
6

.001
.543
.001

Enrollment satisfaction scale

Enrolled
Withdrawn
aExplored

5.34
1.63
—

6
6
—

.001
.165
—

Enrollment satisfaction measure

Enrolled
Withdrawn
aExplored

5.66
0.84
—

6
6
—

.001
.549
—

Note. The codes were as follows: 1 = Asian American, 2 = Black or African American, 3 =
Hispanic or Latino, 4 = Multi-racial, 5 = Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 6 = Caucasian, 7 =
Other, and 8 = I prefer not to answer.
aFor the group that only explored admissions, it was not possible to measure satisfaction with the
school.
For significant differences, the one-way ANOVA provided additional insight into the
relationship between ethnicity and enrollment satisfaction. As indicated in Table 17, the group
with the highest mean scores for the satisfaction scale were Asian parents (M = 73.93), followed
by parents who identified as other (M = 73,86), Black or African American parents (M = 72.5),
Hispanic or Latino parents (M = 71.7), Multi-racial parents (M = 70.33) and the group that
reported the lowest mean score on the satisfaction scale was Caucasian parents (M = 69.27). For
the single-item satisfaction score, the groups with the highest mean scores were Hispanic or
Latino parents (M = 8.6), followed by Asian parents (M = 8.14), Black or African American
parents (M = 8.05), Multi-racial parents (M = 7.9), Caucasian parents (M = 7.82) and reporting
the lowest satisfaction scale scores were given by parents who identified as other (M = 7.43).
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Table 17
Ethnicity and Enrollment Satisfaction

Enrollment satisfaction scale

Enrollment satisfaction measure

Ethnicity

n

M

1: Asian
2: Black or African American
3: Hispanic or Latino
4: Multi-racial
5: Native Hawaiian
6: Caucasian
7: Other
8: I prefer not to answer

14
112
20
21
0
316
7
57

73.93
72.5
71.7
70.33

1: Asian
2: Black or African American
3: Hispanic or Latino
4: Multi-racial
5: Native Hawaiian
6: Caucasian
7: Other
8: I prefer not to answer

14
116
20
21
0
325
7
60

8.14
8.05
8.6
7.9

69.27
73.86
64.43

7.82
7.43
6.57

Note. These numbers are for the group of parents currently enrolled because no significant
differences in ethnicity and enrollment satisfaction were found for the other two groups.
Using a one-way ANOVA to measure the differences by gender among the three groups
for the enrollment decision scale, enrollment satisfaction scale, and single-item enrollment
satisfaction yielded interesting results. As illustrated in Table 18, the only significant difference
using gender as a factor was within the group of enrolled parents for the enrollment decision
scale (f = 9.48, df = 1, p = .002). No significant difference was found for the enrollment
satisfaction scale or the single-item satisfaction measure for the first group. In addition, neither
of the other two groups demonstrated a significant difference by gender for any of the three
measures (ns). Interestingly, as demonstrated in Table 19, the significant difference within the
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group of enrolled parents was driven by higher mean scores for the enrollment decision factors
by female parents.
Table 18
Family Income and Differences With Enrollment Decisions and Enrollment Satisfaction
Group

f

df

p

Enrollment decision scale

Enrolled
Withdrawn
Explored

9.48
0.21
2.08

1
1
1

.002
.421
.157

Enrollment satisfaction scale

Enrolled
Withdrawn
aExplored

0.65
0.17
—

1
1
—

.421
.685
—

Enrollment satisfaction measure

Enrolled
Withdrawn
a
Explored

1.08
0.23
—

1
1
—

.300
.636
—

aFor

the group that only explored admissions, it was not possible to measure satisfaction with the
school.
Table 19
Gender and Enrollment Decisions

Enrollment decision scale

Gender

n

M

Female
Male

391
150

70.95
68.75

Note. These numbers are for the group of parents currently enrolled because no significant
differences in terms of gender were found for the other two groups.
As shown in Table 20, similar to gender, differentiating for commute time, the one-way
ANOVA identified a significant difference in the enrollment decision scale for enrolled parents
(f = 2.34, df = 5, p = .04). No significant difference was found for the enrollment satisfaction
scale or the single-item satisfaction measure for that group. In addition, neither of the other two
groups demonstrates a significant difference by commute time for any of the three measures (ns.)
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As demonstrated in Table 21, the group that reported the highest mean scores for enrollment
decision factors was the group that reported living closest to the school.
Table 20
Commute Time and Differences With Enrollment Decisions and Enrollment Satisfaction
Group

f

df

p

Enrollment decision scale

Enrolled
Withdrawn
Explored

2.34
0.83
0.49

5
4
4

.04
.513
.743

Enrollment satisfaction scale

Enrolled
Withdrawn
aExplored

1.81
2.09
—

5
4
—

.109
.099
—

Enrollment satisfaction measure

Enrolled
Withdrawn
a
Explored

1.26
2.06
—

5
4
—

.281
.923
—

Note. The codes were as follows: 1 = less than 15 minutes, 2 = 15-30 minutes, 3 = 30-45
minutes, 4 = 45-60 minutes, 5 = 60-90 minutes, and 6 = more than 90 minutes.
aFor the group that only explored admissions, it was not possible to measure satisfaction with the
school.
Table 21
Commute Time and Enrollment Decisions
Group
Enrollment decision scale

1: Less than 15 minutes
2: 15-30 minutes
3: 30-45 minutes
4: 45-60 minutes
5: 60-90 minutes
6: More than 90 minutes

n
44
268
162
60
12
1

M
72.75
69.51
70.73
71.8
68.08
70.0

Note. These numbers are for the group of parents currently enrolled because no significant
differences in commute time were found in the other two groups.
The analyses of various demographic variables, including gender, ethnicity, family
income, and commute time led to interesting results related to enrollment decisions as measured
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by the enrollment decision scale, the enrollment satisfaction scale, and the enrollment
satisfaction single-item measure. For commute time, the families who live the closest to the
school ranked the enrollment decision factors more highly than the other groups. Similarly,
female respondents also ranked enrollment decision factors as more important than their male
counterparts. There was a significant difference in enrollment decisions and enrollment
satisfaction among respondents when examined by ethnicity. Finally, there was an inverted
relationship between enrollment satisfaction and income in the group of parents currently
enrolled. These findings provide insight into the demographic variables associated with
enrollment decisions and provide an answer to the sixth research question.
Post-Hoc Analysis
Often, field surveys such as those used in this research offer opportunities to explore
combinations of independent variables with various dependent variables when there appear to be
possibilities that open new directions. Consequently, the study revealed a number of
independent variables that led the research to query if some combination of these independent
variables would be useful in a larger and more robust model that integrates the variables into a
multiple correlational model. A series of regression analyses revealed two meaningful multiple
correlations: one using enrollment satisfaction as a dependent variable, and the other using
“likely to recommend” as a dependent variable. In both cases, a multiple regression procedure
using a varimax rotation and the enter method was applied. This procedure revealed a
statistically significant model for both dependent variables, thus strengthening this research with
a more holistic and potentially robust model for the central concerns for this study.
The first analysis identified five of the 17 satisfaction factors, which account for 54.2% of
the variance in predicting satisfaction (see Table 22). These satisfaction factors are academic
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2

2

excellence (R = .351, p = .001), leadership of the school (R = .467, p = .001), positive peer
2

2

influence (R = .511, p = .001), tuition is a good value (R = .530, p = .001), and teacher
2

expertise in subject area (R = .542, p = .001). This analysis elevates the importance of these
five factors above the remaining twelve as a predictor of overall satisfaction with enrollment.
The importance of enrollment satisfaction has already been discussed in this chapter in that
satisfaction contributes to enrollment decisions. With this in mind, these combined factors may
help create a predictive model for enrollment decisions.
Table 22
Models for Predicting Enrollment Satisfaction
Model (satisfaction factors)
1: Academic excellence
2: 1 + Leadership of the school
3: 2 + Positive peer influence
4: 3 + Tuition is a good value
5: 4 + Teacher expertise in subject area
6: 5 + Character development
7: 6 + Preparation for college
8: 7 + Geographic location

2

R

R

.592
.684
.715
.728
.736
.741
.744
.747

.351
.467
.511
.530
.542
.549
.554
.558

2

R Change
.351
.116
.044
.019
.012
.007
.004
.005

p
.001
.001
.001
.001
.001
.003
.023
.020

The second analysis examined the same 17 satisfaction factors for a correlation with the
single-item--“likely to recommend.” As indicated in Table 23, 52% of the variance in “likely to
recommend” can be explained by five of the satisfaction items. The most important satisfaction
items driving the likelihood of the enrolled parents to recommend the school are the leadership
2

2

of the school (R = .358, p = .001), academic excellence (R = .469, p = .001), spiritual formation
2

2

and faith development (R = .507, p = .001), character development (R = .519, p = .001), and
2

tuition as a good value (R = .528, p = .001). In the introductory pages of Chapter 4, the
correlation between “likely to recommend” and enrollment decisions were discussed. This
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analysis demonstrates the importance of these five satisfaction factors in relation to the
likelihood of an enrolled parent recommending the school to a prospective parent. This
combination of factors also provides direction in creating a predictive model for enrollment
decisions.
Table 23
Models for Predicting Likelihood of a Recommendation
Model (satisfaction factors)

1: Leadership of the School
2: 1 + Academic excellence
3: 2 + Spiritual formation and faith development
4: 3 + Character Development
5: 4 + Tuition is a good value
6: 5 + Teacher expertise in subject area
7: 6 + Geographic location
8: 7 + Ethnically diverse
9: 8 + Mission/community service opportunities

R

.598
.685
.712
.720
.727
.732
.735
.739
.742

2

2

R

R Change

.358
.469
.507
.519
.528
.536
.540
.546
.550

.358
.111
.037
.012
.009
.007
.005
.005
.004

p

.001
.001
.001
.001
.001
.004
.022
.012
.027

Summary
The research questions were answered with statistical significance. The data revealed a
pattern of meaningful differences, correlations, and additive variables. Furthermore, the scales
used for the analyses were highly reliable. The following chapter includes a complete summary
of the findings along with a discussion of the theoretical and conceptual reasons for the patterns
evident in the results.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Because of continued decline in enrollment in faith-based independent schools across the
U.S. for the past 15 years, school leaders have been struggling to find solutions to prevent further
decline and to begin reversing this trend. Specifically, as a result of the drop in enrollment at
Long Academy, the leadership of the school faces numerous challenges related to future
planning, vision setting, goal development, and strategic planning. While the school’s drop in
enrollment is less than the national average, the outlook of future enrollment is concerning.
Between 2006 and 2014, the average enrollment in faith-based independent schools across the
U.S. fell by 18% per school (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). During that time,
Long Academy experienced a 6% decline. However, the decreasing student population has
captured the attention of the school leaders and the Board of Directors. The school is searching
for ways to not only understand the factors contributing to the recent enrollment decline but also
for ways to find practical solutions that will lead to future enrollment stability and growth.
The purpose of this study was to explore factors related to parents’ decisions regarding
their children’s enrollment in a faith-based independent school. Specifically, I wanted to explore
the reasons parents choose or forego their children’s enrollment in a faith-based school. By
gaining a better understanding of the contributing factors, I hoped to provide meaningful insight
related to admissions processes, marketing, programmatic focus, and other relevant aspects
associated with attracting and retaining students in faith-based independent schools.
The study began with an examination of the literature related to enrollment trends in
independent schools and the factors linked to parent decisions impacting initial enrollment and
continued enrollment. I took particular note of enrollment trends related to faith-based
independent schools; I explored the literature to discover previous findings, patterns, and gaps in
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research. The literature pointed to a number of factors associated with the national decline in
enrollment in faith-based independent schools including economic challenges, declining
religiosity, increased competition from charter, online and home schools, maturing of the
business cycle, rising cost of independent school tuition, poor marketing, and generational
changes in parent values related to schooling (Bates & Santerre, 2013; Butler et al., 2013;
Chakrabarti & Roy, 2016; Cohen-Zada, 2006; Cohen-Zada & Justman, 2005; Cohen-Zada &
Sander, 2008; Ewert, 2013; Gray, 2009; Ladner, 2007; Marcus, 2015; National Center for
Education Statistics, 2012; National Center for Education Statistics, 2015; National Center for
Education Statistics, 2016; Preston et al., 2012; Sander, 2015; Sparks, 2011; Voas & Chaves,
2016).
To explore these and other factors of parent choices related to enrollment, I developed a
survey to investigate criteria for enrollment decision factors, enrollment satisfaction factors,
perceptions for school choice options, the impact of religiosity, perceptions related to tuition and
the value of the school, and various demographic factors. Three populations were invited to
participate in the survey: (a) parents with a child currently enrolled in Long Academy, (b)
parents with a child who was previously enrolled in Long Academy but who left in the past two
years for reasons of choice, and (c) parents who explored enrollment in Long Academy in the
past two years but decided not to enroll their child.
This research study has several limitations. Firstly, the scope of the study focused on
only one school community, consisting of three populations; the responses of two of the
populations were limited in size. Also, the study was conducted at one point in time and is not
longitudinal in nature. Finally, the study relies on accuracy of parents’ responses. These
limitations are discussed in this chapter.
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This chapter includes the findings and implications of each of the six research questions.
It explains how the findings of this research relate to the presentation of literature in Chapter 2.
This chapter includes an explanation and interpretation of the results in relation to theories
presented in Chapter 1. I present logical conclusions based on the findings that may help inform
leadership practices in faith-based independent schools and provide a launching point for future
studies. The chapter also includes specific recommendations for practical application and future
research. The chapter concludes with summary commentary of the core findings of the research
study concerning theory, prior research, contribution to literature, and implications for leaders of
faith-based independent schools.
Discussion of Findings
In this section, the findings and implications for each of the six research questions are
presented with a focus on logical conclusions, interpretation of results in light of the study’s
conceptual framework, and a discussion of unexpected results. Each of the six research
questions, along with a review of the post-hoc analysis, are discussed in order.
Q1. What criteria (and their relative evaluation) do parents use in choosing to enroll
their child(ren) in a K-12 Christian school? The fundamental aim of this first research
question was to discover the factors that influence parents’ enrollment of their children in a faithbased independent school. One meaningful outcome associated with this research question was
the development of two scales related to enrollment decisions and enrollment satisfaction. Both
scales consisted of 17 items, all of which were linked to the conceptual framework presented in
the review of the literature. These 17 items, as presented in the previous chapter, were: (1)
academic excellence, (2) tuition is a good value, (3) athletics, (4) character development, (5)
dedicated, high-quality teachers, (6) engaging school community, (7) ethnically diverse, (8)
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geographic location, (9) leadership of the school, (10) mission/community service opportunities,
(11) performing arts, (12) positive peer influence, (13) preparation for college, (14) safe school
environment, (15) spiritual formation and faith development, (16) teacher expertise in subject
area, and (17) technology integrated into the learning environment (see Appendix B).
The results indicate both significant commonalities and noteworthy differences among
the three parent groups in relation to enrollment decisions. All three groups had the following
decision-making factors within the top seven among the 17 items: (1) dedicated, high-quality
teachers, (2) safe school environment, (3) preparation for college, (4) character development, (5)
academic excellence, (6) teacher expertise in the subject area, and (7) positive peer influence.
Similarly, while not in the same order, all three groups listed the same 5 of the 17 factors as least
important. Those factors were: (1) performing arts, (2) athletics, (3) diversity, (4) geographic
location, and (5) mission/community service opportunities. These factors, rated among the
lowest in importance, should not be discounted as unimportant in enrollment decisions because
the mean scores ranged from 2.78 to 3.71 out of a maximum score of 5. Also, 75% of the
respondents in all three samples reported 12 of the 17 enrollment decision items as extremely
important to their decision in selecting their current school. Those enrollment decision items
were: (1) dedicated, high-quality teachers, (2) safe school environment, (3) preparation for
college, (4) character development, (5) academic excellence, (6) teacher expertise in subject area,
(7) positive peer influence, (8) spiritual formation and faith development, (9) leadership of the
school, (10) tuition is a good value, (11) technology integrated into the learning environment,
and (12) engaging school community. School leaders should take note of these 12 factors as
potential drivers behind parents’ enrollment decisions and may want to evaluate their school’s
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performance in each of these areas to ensure high quality, to improve marketing and admissions
draw, and to reinforce the value proposition with current families.
In addition to exploring similarities between the three groups, this research also examined
the potential differences between the three samples across the 17 decision items. The results
indicate several statistically significant differences among the three groups. For the enrollment
decision scale, the study demonstrates a significant difference among the three groups (f = 5.21,
df = 2, p = .006). The currently enrolled group placed greater importance on the decision items
(M = 70.39). In second place was the group that only explored admissions (M = 69.95), and the
lowest among the three groups was the one that left the school (M = 69.95). As a reminder, the
decision factor scale measured the importance of 17 items regarding enrollment decisions, not
enrollment satisfaction. Thus, school leaders may want to look for opportunities to build a
compelling case for how each of the items translates into improved student outcomes. By
helping parents who are exploring admissions to see the importance of these factors, schools may
experience an increase in new enrollment. Furthermore, by helping parents whose children are
already enrolled remember the reasons these factors are important, schools may increase
retention.
In addition to examining the overall differences between the three groups, the study
included an examination of the detailed differences between the groups. First, parents who left
the school showed a significant difference in their response to the items of character
development and spiritual formation and faith development, demonstrating significantly less
interest in these two factors than the other two groups. Also, the group of enrolled parents
displayed significantly higher interest in the enrollment decision factor of preparation for college
than either of the other two groups.
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These results can be partially explained by the conceptual framework presented in the
review of the literature. Carpenter et al. (2016) reported that one of the factors causing the
enrollment loss in faith-based schools in the U.S. is the decline in religiosity. Similarly, CohenZada (2006) found a connection between the religious population in a given community and the
demand for faith-based education. The declining sense of religiosity among parents involved in
the school may result in an increased segment of the population caring less about spiritual and
character development aspects of schooling. Also, in relation to the concepts presented on
market segmentation and admissions practices, school leaders may want to consider how to
differentiate the messages related to the school's value proposition based on different groups.
Horne (2015) proposed giving more attention to customers with a better propensity to promote
higher levels of growth. For example, parents considering leaving the school may not respond as
well to the school highlighting efforts related to spiritual growth or character development, two
enrollment decision factors they rated lower. Instead, school leaders should highlight factors that
are more important to this group such as the quality of the faculty, the safety provided by the
school environment, or the high academic standards and related outcomes of the school.
Q2. What is the significant relationship between parent satisfaction and enrollment?
Having established the validity of the enrollment decision factors, I next explored how those
factors impact enrollment satisfaction. Since just two of the groups had current or previous
experience in the school, only these two groups were used to explore enrollment satisfaction.
The results indicate that both the enrolled group and the group that had withdrawn their children
were most satisfied with the safe school environment and with technology integration. Also,
both groups listed the factors of positive peer influence and tuition is a good value regarding
satisfaction.
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More importantly, among the 17 enrollment satisfaction items, the two groups showed a
significant difference between 10 of the items. The parents who left the school gave
significantly lower scores on 10 of the 17 items. These item scores were: (1) academic
excellence (4.12 vs. 3.81, t = 2.32, df = 613, p = .021), (2) tuition is a good value (3.62 vs. 3.28, t
= 2.81, df = 613, p = .011), (3) athletics (3.84 vs. 3.57, t = 2.11, df = 613, p = .035), (4) character
development (4.16 vs. 3.74, t = 3.23, df = 609, p = .001), (5) geographic location (3.99 vs. 3.55, t
= 3.56, df = 612, p = .001), (6) leadership of the school (4.08 vs. 3.57, t = 3.55, df = 612, p =
.001), (7) positive peer influence (3.76 vs. 3.19, t = 3.76, df = 611, p = .001), (8) safe school
environment (4.40 vs. 4.15, t = 2.12, df = 611, p = .034), (9) spiritual formation and faith
development (4.25 vs. 3. 87, t = 2.80, df = 611, p = .005), and (10) teacher expertise in subject
area (3.97 vs. 3.68, t = 2.03, df = 611. p = .043). This finding not only confirms the validity of
the 17 satisfaction items and the enrollment satisfaction scale, but also provides detailed reasons
regarding how enrollment satisfaction impacts enrollment decisions. In addition, in response to a
single-item satisfaction question, the two groups demonstrated a significant difference. The
sample of currently enrolled parents reported a mean satisfaction score of 7.76 compared with a
mean score of 5.49 for the sample of parents who left the school (f = 57.92, df = 1, p = .001). On
the 10-point scale, that difference represents a 22.7% variance in satisfaction among the two
groups.
Drawing from the conceptual framework presented in the review of the literature, these
findings support the theory that increased school choice impacts enrollment decisions. With the
rise of charter schools, online schools, and non-traditional blended schools, faith-based
independent schools are facing increased competition when attracting students (Jennings, 2013;
National Center for Educational Statistics, 2015; Sparks, 2011; Watson et al., 2014). Jennings
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(2013) found that charter schools are an attractive alternative to independent schools due to their
independence and freedom from public school bureaucracy without the cost of private schools.
Also, many charter schools provide offer options such as smaller class sizes, specialized
academic programs, and other educational distinctions at a cost that is lower than that of many
private schools (Jennings, 2013; Torres, 2014). In the past, these options were generally only
offered by private schools (Jennings, 2013; Torres, 2014). With more options available to
parents in the form of charter schools, online schools, independent schools, and home schools,
parents may be more like to make an enrollment move when satisfaction with their current
school wanes. This finding should prompt school leaders to give increased attention to
satisfaction levels across the school community by responding to dips in satisfaction quickly and
systematically to improve student retention.
Q3. What is the significant relationship between parent religiosity and enrollment?
The results of the study indicate that religiosity, as measured by church involvement, impacts
enrollment decision but not enrollment satisfaction. Of the 17 enrollment decision factors, six
were found to have a significant difference among the five groupings for church involvement.
Those items were: (1) academic excellence, (2) preparation for college, (3) safe school
environment, (4) spiritual formation and faith development, (5) teacher expertise in the subject
area, and (6) technology integrated into the learning environment. The other 11 decision
enrollment variables were not significant.
Unsurprisingly, the group that reported attending church more than once a week stood out
because of its higher scores in the category of enrollment decision factor of spiritual formation
and faith development. Interestingly, parents who reported attending church less than once a
week were found to place significantly more importance on the enrollment decision factors of
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safe school environment, preparation for college, and technology integration. The differences in
scores by the most regular church attendees compared with those who attend less frequently are
consistent with findings presented in the literature. Cohen-Zada and Sander (2008) found that
strong religious affiliation mitigated market pressure for schools. Highly religious parents are
not as concerned with non-faith related enrollment decision items such as preparation for college,
safe school environment, and technology integration. Conversely, more moderately religious
parents, those who reported attending church less than once per week, were found to more highly
value other factors.
The differences discovered between groups that report attending church at least once a
week and those that attend church less frequently are documented in the literature. As was
discussed in Chapter e, there is growing research that points to declining religiosity as one of the
causes of enrollment loss in faith-based independent schools. Voas and Chaves (2016)
discovered a generational decline in religiosity, with each new generational cohort showing less
commitment to religious practice and thought than the previous one. This shift seems evident in
the dramatic difference in enrollment trends when comparing faith-based schools to nonreligious independent schools. From 2001-2002 to 2013-2014, enrollment in faith-based schools
dropped 19% while enrollment in non-religious schools only fell 5% (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2016). Cohen-Zada (2006) discovered a concaved relationship between the
religious population in a given community and the demand for faith-based schools; the highest
demand for faith-based schools was in communities with 50% religious households, and there
was a reduced demand in communities with a higher or lower religious population. As
religiosity drops within a given community, faith-based schools are less likely to attract parents
for whom a school’s religious affiliation is the primary motivator. Instead, faith-based schools
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must show greater value through decision items like academic excellence, preparation for
college, safe school environment, teacher subject matter expertise, and technology integration.
The results of this study support the notion presented in the literature that the downward trend of
enrollment in faith-based schools is linked to declining religiosity.
Q4. What is the significant relationship between perceived economic value and
enrollment? To answer this question, I examined the differences between the group of enrolled
parents and the group of parents who left the school in response to the satisfaction item of tuition
is a good value. The group of parents still enrolled showed a significantly higher level of
satisfaction with tuition than the group that left.
This finding is consistent with the theoretical discussion of increased school choice and
the relationship to perceived tuition value. Previous research points to the rising level of tuition
as a leading factor of the enrollment decline during the last decade (Ewert, 2013). From 2005 to
2015, tuition in independent schools increased by more than 50% (Marcus, 2015). However, as
tuition continues to rise, the actual amount is not as important. Rather, it is the perceived value
received for that tuition that is driving enrollment decisions (Independent School Management,
2016). There was a time when parents who wanted a different school option than the local
public school for their child had little choice other than to enroll in an independent school, which
meant paying tuition. With the increased choice for schooling options, parents who do not want
to send their children to public school but who are less satisfied with the tuition value of
independent schools now have additional choices such as charter schools and online schools,
both of which cost less than private schools. However, the cost structures associated with
operating an independent school make it challenging to reduce tuition or even hold off future
increases. Thus, school leaders need to find ways to help parents see the value associated with
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the tuition of the school. Also, school leaders may want to examine new models for need-based
financial aid and additional revenue streams to offset the current tuition model. Some schools
have already done this by launching new summer programs, developing extension programs,
converting existing buildings to new profit centers such school stores and cafes, building dorms
for international students, and opening satellite campuses (Marcus, 2015). Examples of future
models include reaching a broader student population through online classes offerings and
opening the campus to homeschool families with a list of services that include access to science
labs, athletics, the arts, and other resources. School leaders should also explore providing noninstructional services to other schools on a fee basis or as a consolidated effort to offset and
reduce costs.
Q5. What is the significant relationship between parent perceptions of optional
school choice and enrollment? As discussed in Chapter 2, and as evident in current research,
one of the most prevalent reasons for the enrollment decline in faith-based independent schools
has been the increase in school choice options. Many researchers describe the increased
competition between independent schools and the subsequent impact on enrollment as the result
of the rise of charter schools, online schools, and non-traditional blended school options
(Jennings, 2013; National Center for Educational Statistics, 2015; Sparks, 2011; Watson et al.,
2014).
To investigate how school choice impacts enrollment decisions, I measured parental
perceptions related to the availability of different types of schools. The results indicate that the
group of enrolled parents believe Long Academy was the best school option across all six
categories: (1) academic excellence, (2) co-curricular programs, (3) dedicated, high-quality
teachers, (4) engaging school community, (5) preparation for college, and (6) spiritual formation.
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Surprisingly, the group of parents who left the school also ranked Long Academy as the best
choice across all six categories. The group of parents who only explored admissions ranked
Long Academy as the best choice for co-curricular programs, dedicated and high-quality
teachers, and spiritual formation and faith development. That same group ranked other private
schools as a better choice for academic excellence, engaging school community, and preparation
for college.
Perhaps more important than the rankings alone were the findings of significant
differences between the three groups of parents. Thus, one of the conclusions of this study is
that current school enrollment influences parents’ perceptions of school choice and their
enrollment decision. Parents who visited the school but did not enroll have significantly
different perceptions of the school and other school options than parents who are currently
enrolled or even parents who left the school. The exact reasons are not completely clear, but
there are two potential reasons for these findings. One is that the school is not well known in the
outside community and awareness for the distinctive strengths of the school is limited. A second
reason is that parents who are exploring the school, but who have children who are also currently
enrolled in a different independent school have preconceived notions of the school based on their
current experience in a competitor school. These finding have practical implications. One is the
importance of differentiating marketing messages internally and externally. In addition, school
leaders should segment marketing messages based on the type of school in which the prospective
student is currently enrolled. Finally, the results of this survey indicate that Long Academy is
known to be the top choice in the market as measured by certain aspects of the school but not for
others. The leaders of the school should consider improving the program in three areas: (a)
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academic excellence, (b) engaging school community, and (c) preparation for college while
advancing the perception of the school in the public eye in each of these areas.
Q6. Based on the results from Q1, what additional variables are significantly
associated with enrollment? As described in the previous chapter, I explored the impact of a
number of different demographic variables on enrollment decisions and enrollment satisfaction.
The analysis of the data resulted in several interesting findings.
First, the results indicate that combined family income plays a significant role in
enrollment satisfaction. Interestingly, the most satisfied parents were those with the lowest
family income while those with the highest income reported the lowest level of satisfaction. This
finding seems counterintuitive. However, as described in Chapter 1, Marcus (2015) found the
increased opportunity for work flexibility for high-income parents as a contributing factor to
parents selecting homeschooling over private schools. It may be that higher income levels are
linked to increased options for school choice. Thus, parents with higher levels of combined
income may recognize their increased schooling options and may be more critical of and less
satisfied with a school. Financial aid may also play a role in improving the satisfaction level of
some of the respondents who reported lower levels of combined income. However, if that were a
significant contributing factor, I would have expected to see a spike in satisfaction scores at the
lowest income levels and not a linear correlation with income and satisfaction, as was found.
More research is needed to determine if this finding of an inverse relationship between income
and enrollment satisfaction is true for other school populations.
The analysis of the data revealed significant differences among parents as filtered by
ethnicity for the enrollment decision scale, the enrollment satisfaction scale, and the single item
enrollment satisfaction measure. The most satisfied group of parents, in order of highest to least
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satisfied, were those that identified as: (1) Asian, (2) Black or African American, (3) Hispanic or
Latino, (4) Multi-racial, and (5) Caucasian. The finding that Caucasian parents were the least
satisfied echoes Sander's (2015) finding, as reported in Chapter 2--higher concentrations of
Black and Hispanic students in local public schools in Chicago led to a higher percentage of
White students in the area leaving the public schools to attend independent schools. While this
was not a research question included in this study, I wonder about the underlying impact of
ethnicity and if the level of diversity of the student and parent population of a school affects
parents’ enrollment decisions or parents’ enrollment satisfaction. More research is needed to
determine the relationship between the diversity of a school community and parents’ enrollment
decisions.
A third demographic finding indicates that gender had no significant impact on
enrollment satisfaction. However, gender was found to significantly influence enrollment
decision factors. For the group of enrolled parents, females rated the enrollment decision factors
as statistically, significantly higher than males. This significant difference in the scores of the
enrollment decision factors suggest that mothers place greater importance on enrollment factors
than fathers. Other than classic theories of nurturing, care for children, and so on, the literature
does not provide clarity regarding whether gender is meaningful. With this statistical difference
in mind, schools may find greater strategic success targeting their marketing messages during the
admissions process to mothers rather than fathers because female parents seem to care more
deeply about enrollment factors. However, once enrolled, it does not appear that there is a
significant difference in enrollment satisfaction among mothers and fathers. Noting these
findings, schools should focus equal attention on reinforcing the value proposition with mothers
and fathers.
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Similar to gender, commute time was found to have some impact on enrollment decision,
but no significant impact on enrollment satisfaction. Since Long Academy draws students from
a wide geographic region, including 90 zip codes and 14 counties, school leaders have expressed
concern about the increased travel time required to reach the school due to increased traffic
congestion in the area. While the mean scores for enrollment decisions varied by the category of
groups for commute time, no meaningful pattern emerged. With these findings, travel time to
school does not appear to impact enrollment at Long Academy. This finding was unexpected
based on my experience with the school, but it appears to be consistent with the literature; there
is no research suggesting that increased commute time detracts from enrollment. However,
additional research is needed to determine if travel time prevents potential applicants from
initially considering enrollment in the school.
Post-Hoc Analysis
Following the analysis of the data related to the research questions, the researcher
conducted a multiple correlation with the goal of discovering independent variables that could be
useful in developing a regression model for enrollment. The researcher found two meaningful
multiple correlations: the first for the dependent variable “enrollment satisfaction,” and the
second with the dependent variable, “likely to recommend.” These two models will be referred
to as the “enrollment satisfaction model” and the “promoter model.” The results indicate a
statistically significant model for both dependent variables and may provide an enrollment
decision model that will produce direction for addressing the research problem and may present
important direction for future research as detailed next.
The regression results for an “enrollment satisfaction model” consisting of the
combination of five satisfaction factors predict over half of the variance in predicting enrollment
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satisfaction (R2 = 54.2%, p = .001). Those five items include in order of importance based on
beta weights: (1) academic excellence, (2) leadership of the school, (3) positive peer influence,
(4) tuition is a good value, and (5) teacher expertise in the subject area. As discussed in chapter
four, this discovery promotes the importance of these five satisfaction factors above the
remaining twelve as leading to overall satisfaction with enrollment. While all 17 factors are
linked to enrollment decisions and enrollment satisfaction, these five factors are the most
important in driving increased enrollment satisfaction.
Similarly, the regression results of the “promoter model” indicate that more than half of
the variance (R2 = 52%, p = .001) for “likely to recommend” can be explained by the five
enrollment satisfaction items based on beta weights: (1) leadership of the school, (2) academic
excellence, (3) spiritual formation and faith development, (4) character development and (5)
tuition is a good value. This finding points to strong scores with these five factors as having a
significantly positive impact on the likelihood that an enrolled parent will recommend the school
to a prospective parent. This result is related to an important theoretical concept related to
growth, where Reichheld (2003) described a correlation between the percentage of customers
who are promoters, “that is, those who say they are extremely likely to recommend the company
to a friend or colleague,” and the growth of the company (p. 52). In essence, this survey item
was aimed at discovering the number of parents who are those promoters of the school. On a
practical level, the researcher wanted to discover what leads to a parent becoming a promoter and
the details of a promoter model.
Together, the enrollment satisfaction model and the promoter model may provide school
leaders with the tools to both measure and drive improved retention and a stronger admissions
draw. School leaders can use the enrollment satisfaction model to measure, monitor, and
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discover the needed direction for improving enrollment satisfaction for enrolled parents. With
the significant difference in enrollment satisfaction noted for parents who decided to leave a
school as compared to parents who remained enrolled, improving enrollment satisfaction is a key
answer to reversing declining enrollment in a school. In addition, school leaders need new
answers for improving their admissions draw. By moving current parents from simply satisfied
to active promoters for the school, school leaders will gain a volunteer team of admissions
ambassadors. The promoter model provides school leaders a tool for increasing the chances that
current parents will become active promoters for the school. These two models provide potential
answers to the enrollment challenges facing many school leaders.
Limitations
While measures were taken to mitigate limitations, like most research, this study is not
free of limitations. First, the quantitative study was conducted in only one school. While the
findings have promise for some generalizability for other school populations, additional research
is needed across multiple school populations including differently sized schools, and schools in
different geographic and economic markets across the nation. In any case, the data-driven nature
of the study along with the comparison of the three sample groups offers some field study
controls, thus facilitating consideration of the research as a microcosm for conceptual and
practical extensions for similar schools.
Second, two of the survey populations produced a limited response rate and relatively
modest sample size. While the response by the population of parents with a child currently
enrolled met the margin of error standards typically articulated in survey research (Creswell,
2014; Ivankova, 2015), with 569 parents of the 1,117 households responding to the survey
(50.9%), the other two populations produced more limited results. The population of parents
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who left the school included 239 households with 47 parents responding (19.7%). The
population of parents who explored admissions but chose not to enroll was 279 with 41 parents
responding (14.7%). The two more limited response rates may be explained by the fact that
neither group is currently involved with the school and may have felt little motivation to
participate in the study. In contrast, the group of currently enrolled parents may have been
motivated by their interest in the school and their desire to provide meaningful feedback that
could potentially help the school to improve. Efforts were taken to increase the sample size for
all three populations. That is, all three groups received an initial invitation by email to
participate in the study followed by two separate email reminders during the 16-day window of
the survey.
In addition to the limitations related to the scope of the survey, another limitation is that
the accuracy of the data is dependent on the accuracy of the survey responses. One research risk
is that respondents may unwittingly answer as to how they think they should answer based on
social desirability. To mitigate this potential limitation, the importance of providing honest and
accurate responses was addressed in the invitation to participate in the survey, as well as in the
consent and confidentiality statements provided at the same time.
Another limitation of the study was that one of the questions on the survey relating to
religiosity was worded differently for one of the three groups than it was for the other two. As
such, the only two groups that could be compared using this question was the group of currently
enrolled parents and the group of parents who explored admissions but did not enroll. However,
the surveys provided other data related to religious views for all three groups, both with the
enrollment decision scale and the enrollment satisfaction scale. While the researcher wanted a
more comprehensive picture of religiosity for all three groups, the study did provide data that led
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to greater understanding of the role of religiosity on enrollment decision and enrollment
satisfaction. Also, other religiosity scales could be used in future research to pinpoint more exact
details regarding religiosity prevented by the limits of this survey.
Finally, this research study was conducted at only one point in time and was not
longitudinal in nature. In addition to studying additional populations, future research, with a
longitudinal study of parent choice factors related to enrollment in faith-based independent
schools, is needed.
Recommendations
Throughout this chapter, the researcher has provided recommendations for practical
application and future research. For each of the research questions, the researcher has offered
initial insights into how the findings of the research point to practical solutions that could impact
enrollment decisions in a positive way, helping school leaders find solutions to the enrollment
challenges they may be facing. In addition, for each of the research questions, there are
opportunities for additional research. In fact, as with any study, in the pursuit to find answers to
the research questions of this study, the researcher discovered new questions to ask. Those
questions provide opportunities for additional research and are presented below.
Recommendations for practical application. This section enumerates a number of
initial and final recommendations for practical applications from this study. First, enrollment
decisions can be measured by a 17-item enrollment decision scale demonstrated to produce high
internal scale reliability in the samples for this study (alpha = .82). School leaders can adopt this
scale and use it in annual parent surveys. By doing so, those school leaders would gain a greater
understanding not only as a snapshot of what factors matter most to the enrolled parents, but they
could also track enrollment decision trends, which will provide greater understanding and insight
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into the factors of enrollment decision for the future and may provide new insight into how that
school can address enrollment challenges.
Based on the findings of this study, school leaders should take note of the 12 enrollment
decision factors ranked as extremely important by 75% of the respondents to the survey. These
12 decision items are potential drivers for enrollment decisions by the vast majority of parents.
School leaders should evaluate the school’s performance in each of these areas to ensure highquality work to improve marketing and the admissions draw related to these factors and reinforce
the value proposition with current families in these areas. Similarly, school leaders can use the
17-item enrollment satisfaction scale and single-question item of enrollment satisfaction to
measure and track enrollment satisfaction.
As religiosity continues to decline, faith-based schools will need to be ready to compete
on the merit of their academic excellence, teacher expertise, technology integration, and college
preparation. While parents continue to value faith development, this appears to be a secondary
driver for enrollment decisions by most parents. Schools with a mission focus should not shy
away from their core values. Instead, school leaders must recognize the need to be excellent in
other areas to gain the opportunity to carry out that mission.
With tuition continuing to rise, coupled with the increase of schooling options, school
leaders need to give extra effort to help parents see why the experience at a faith-based
independent school is worth the cost. In addition, school leaders should work to create better
models for need-based financial aid and new revenue streams to offset the current tuition model.
Schools should explore potential revenue streams from summer programs, facility rental, school
stores, international students, satellite campuses, online classes, and pursuing niche markets by
offering a list of services to include access to science labs, athletics, the arts, and other resources
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available on a fee basis to outside students. In addition, schools could create entrepreneurial
opportunities by providing non-instructional services to other schools on a fee basis.
An additional practical application from this study is that school leaders should work to
differentiate marketing messages. The results of this study point to differences in enrollment
decisions between current and prospective parents. Schools should regularly measure how well
they are known in the community and also how prospective parents rank the school in relation to
other school options in the area. To better attract prospective students, schools should segment
marketing messages based on the findings of such an exploration.
The study produced a second practical application related to marketing. The researcher
discovered that mothers feel significantly more strongly about enrollment decision factors than
fathers. Because of this, schools should craft and target marketing messages during the
admissions process to mothers rather than to fathers.
Finally, and perhaps the most important practical application of the study, school leaders
can use the “satisfaction model” and “promoter model” as a way to track progress in improving
enrollment satisfaction and the likelihood of parents recommending the school. These two
predictive tools will give school leaders the tools they need to improve retention and to increase
ambassadorship by current parents, leading to improvements in the school's admissions draw.
By increasing retention, and improving ambassadorship by current parents, schools may be able
to turn the corner with the ongoing enrollment challenge.
Recommendations for future research. While this study provides some generalizability
for leaders of faith-based K-12 schools across the nation, additional research is needed. More
research is needed to understand the fundamental factors driving the enrollment decisions of
parents in a wide array of school communities. In addition, longitudinal data are needed to help
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answer the questions related to enrollment decisions over time. In addition, future research is
required to determine if the age of the student or the length of time enrolled in a school, impacts
enrollment decisions for parents.
More research is also needed to assess the relationship between the diversity within the
population of a school and enrollment decisions. Likewise, additional research is needed to
study the findings of this study related to the inverse relationship between family income and
enrollment satisfaction.
Finally, research is needed to determine what intervention practices lead to increased
scores with the promoter model and enrollment satisfaction model. In summary, while this study
has led to new understanding of enrollment decision factors and has hinted at solutions to the
current enrollment challenge facing many schools, additional research is needed to determine
how school leaders can use these findings to introduce interventions that lead to enrollment
growth.
Conclusions
One major finding from this study is the validation of the enrollment decision scale and
the enrollment satisfaction scale. It is clear that both scales provide insight into the fundamental
factors of enrollment decisions for parents considering first-time or continuing enrollment in a
K-12 faith-based independent school. Using the enrollment decision scale, it is evident that
whether parents are currently enrolled in a K-12 faith-based school, formerly enrolled, or only
considering enrollment, they share common reasons for selecting a school. As discussed above,
the three groups in this study share a common set of seven top reasons and also show less interest
in the same five factors. While the groups share these commonalities, the enrollment decision
scale also reveal significant differences between the groups.
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A second key finding from this study is that religiosity impacts enrollment decisions.
The results of the study provide support for the literature related to the impact of declining
religiosity and the connection to declining enrollment in faith-based schools. The results of this
study demonstrate that parents who left the school reported less interest in spiritual formation as
a key element of schooling. In addition, this study provides evidence that frequency of church
attendance is linked to differences in enrollment satisfaction. This study also points to a
significant difference in the outlook by parents who attend church at least once a week in
comparison to those who attend less, in three important areas. First, the primary reason that most
faith-based independent schools exist is to provide guidance in spiritual formation and faith
development. With decreasing levels of religiosity among younger generations of parents noted
in the literature, the results of this study point to fewer parents selecting the school for this core
purpose. In addition, the results point to other factors as significantly more important for
families who attend church less than once per week in comparison to families who attend at least
one time each week. With declining religiosity within the parent population of a school, school
leaders should recognize the shift in the importance of different enrollment decision factors.
While the researcher is not suggesting that schools should shift their core mission, school leaders
may want to take note of the change in parental decision factors and make adjustments to internal
and external marketing efforts.
The third overall meaningful finding is the correlation of enrollment satisfaction to both
enrollment decision and the likelihood a parent will recommend the school to a prospective
parent. This finding demonstrates the importance of enrollment satisfaction for the currently
enrolled parents as both a function of retention and admissions. Parents who left the school were
found to be significantly less satisfied on 12 of the 17 satisfaction items and reported a
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satisfaction level 22.7% below those who remained enrolled. Interestingly, that same group still
ranked Long Academy higher than other private schools, public schools, homeschool, online
school, and charter schools. With this in mind, it appears that how parents feel about other
school options is less a factor in retention than the satisfaction level with their current school.
One of the most surprising findings of the study is that for the population studied there
did not appear to be a link between enrollment decline and either rising tuition or family income.
In fact, the results indicate an inverse relationship between family income and enrollment
satisfaction. Families who reported higher combined income indicated lower satisfaction scores
than families with lower combined income. However, feelings about tuition value were found to
be a significant difference between the currently enrolled group and the group that had left the
school. With this in mind, it is important for school leaders to continue to help parents see that
the cost of tuition is well worth the value of what is provided by the school. However, school
leaders would be wrong to assume that the tuition value message is one that needs to be shared
more intensely with families who may demonstrate greater economic challenge. In fact, school
leaders would be wise to instead direct that message more intensely at parents toward the top of
the economic spectrum.
The fifth category of findings relates directly to the literature on the importance of
marketing, brand identity, and efforts to increase the value proposition for the school, as well as
the link to enrollment decision and as potential solutions to enrollment decline, as presented in
chapter two. This study indicates that currently enrolled parents place greater importance on the
decision factor items than other parents. In addition, there was a significant difference between
the group of parents who had explored admissions and both other groups regarding their ranking
of different school types. Those who had never been enrolled in the school demonstrated
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significantly different responses when asked to rank the available school options. In contrast, the
enrolled group and the group that left did not display any significant difference in ranking
available school options. This finding points to the strong influence of school experience on
enrollment decisions. Parents who had experienced Long Academy, whether highly satisfied or
less satisfied, shared common feelings about other school options. In contrast, parents who had
never experienced Long Academy demonstrated very different attitudes about school options.
With this in mind, school leaders should give increased effort to ensuring the strengths of the
school are known throughout the external community.
Finally, the most important findings of the study involved the discovery of two
enrollment decision correlational models: the “satisfaction model” and the “promoter model.”
The discovery of these two correlated models provides direction in creating a predictive model
for enrollment decisions. With the strong correlation between “likely to recommend” and
“satisfaction level,” presented in chapter four, there is also reason to believe that school
improvement efforts that lead to increased scores for the satisfaction factors of these two
correlation models will result in stronger retention levels and an improved admissions draw.
These correlational models provide a path for both attracting prospective families, through the
ambassadorship of current families, and to the increased likelihood that current families will
continue enrollment, leading to stronger retention. Together, these two models may provide help
in creating a predictive model for enrollment decisions and answers to school leaders searching
for solutions to the current enrollment challenge.
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